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Introduction 
 
Johannes Brahms’s Trio in E♭ major for Horn, Violin, and Piano, Op. 40, is 
beloved by horn players, audiences, and music analysts alike. The piece, written in 1865, 
is remarkable in a number of aspects. Brahms wrote it for the natural horn rather than the 
valved horn that had become the preferred instrument for horn players by the middle of 
the 19th century, and the harmonic structure of the piece is more advanced than anything 
else in the natural horn’s repertoire. In addition, the unusual form of the first movement 
has prompted much discussion, as it seems to convey characteristics of multiple forms 
while defying conventional expectations for an opening movement. As a result, both horn 
performers and theorists have studied and written about the Trio extensively, but from 
very specific viewpoints. Horn performers have examined the horn part in relation to the 
natural horn it was written for, and mention harmony and form only in passing. Music 
analysts have studied the harmonic and formal aspects of the piece, but have not 
sufficiently considered how the natural horn part may shape or interact with these main 
structural features. In this document, I intend to fuse these two viewpoints to create a 
more complete understanding of this piece.  
 There are a number of ways that the work is connected to Brahms’s personal life. 
As David Elliot, a horn player whose writing on the Trio will be examined in depth later 
in the document, notes: “The death of his mother on February 1, 1865, was probably a 
major factor in Brahms’s writing of the Trio. The choice of instrumentation is a souvenir 
of his life at home in that it includes three of the four instruments he studied as a child… 
The third movement is marked adagio mesto which means sad and mournful. It is said to 
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be an elegy to his mother.”1 Brahms, having studied the natural horn, was familiar with 
both the idiosyncrasies and possible richness of the instrument.2 The horn part of the 
Trio, which is difficult yet idiomatic, shows this same mastery of the instrument. Elliot 
suggests that Brahms’s preference for the part to played on the natural horn is clear from 
the title of the piece as well as from Brahms’s letters to various performers. Elliot 
explains, “There can be no doubt that Brahms wished the Trio to be played on hand horn. 
In both the first publication of 1866 and the second of 1891, the instrumentation specified 
Waldhorn.”3 Waldhorn most often refers to the natural horn, while Ventilhorn refers to 
the valved horn.4 Brahms himself noted his preference in an 1865 letter to Albert 
Dietrich, suggesting: “I can recommend my Horn Trio with a good conscience, and your 
horn player would do me a very special favor if he would do as the one in Carlsruhe, 
practice the Waldhorn for a few weeks to be able to play it on that.”5 Brahms preferred 
the natural horn for its variety of sounds and ability to play softly. 
 Thus understanding the technical issues and sound pallet of the natural horn is 
vital to a richer understanding of the work as a whole. In Chapter 1 of this document, I 
will provide a history of the natural horn as well as a discussion of how composers before 
Brahms wrote for the instrument. In Chapter 2 of this document, I will then consider 
literature on the Trio specifically, focusing on the differences in the approaches of horn 
performers and music theorists. In the main part of this document, Chapter 3, I will 
provide an analysis of the complete four-movement work, showing how a consideration 
                                                
1 David G. Elliot, “The Brahms Horn Trio and Hand Horn Idiom.” The Horn Call 10, no. 
2 Ibid., 61. 
3 Ibid., 65. 
4 Ibid., 63. 
5 Styra Avins, eds., Johannes Brahms: Life and Letters (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1997), 335. 
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of the natural horn may inform harmonic analysis and, ultimately, the interpretation of 
form. As discussed in more detail in the analysis, Brahms carefully selects key areas in 
the work – as well as chords within key areas – to exploit the relationships between open 
and closed notes on the horn. The keys chosen are not always those one might expect in a 
conventional tonal work; but in general they share important common tones, which line 
up with the open notes on the horn and which are treated as structural elements, both 
melodic and harmonic. It is my hope that, taken as a whole, this document may offer new 
insights about the work’s compositional organization for hornists performing the work, 
and remind music analysts of the relationship of the natural horn to harmonic and formal 
aspects of the piece.  
   
  
  4 
Chapter 1: The Natural Horn and Compositions for the Natural Horn before the 
Brahms Trio 
 Brahms wrote the Horn Trio during a time when horn players and composers 
alike were choosing to play and write for the valved horn. The valved horn had numerous 
advantages over the hand horn, including consistency of sound quality between notes and 
faster technique. Schumann, for example, quickly adopted the valve horn in his 
compositions, writing difficult and chromatic pieces such as Adagio and Allegro, Op. 70 
(1849) and Konzertstück, Op. 86 (1849). Brahms, however, preferred the qualities of the 
natural horn for its wide palate of tone qualities. To understand Brahms’s preference, it is 
necessary to contextualize the Trio within the history of the natural horn and the ways in 
which previous composers wrote for the natural horn. This instrument could be used to 
great musical effect when well written for, but composers had a varied understanding of 
the instrument and its strengths and weaknesses. Brahms understood the idiosyncrasies of 
the instrument, using the differences between open and stopped notes to musical effect, 
yet he also expanded the capabilities of the natural horn in the Trio beyond its history and 
the writing of other composers. 
The horn underwent a number of changes as it evolved from a hunting horn to an 
orchestral instrument. Reginald Morley-Pegge colorfully describes one particularly 
significant alteration in this process,  
It was in the course of the sixteenth century that the primitive bugle horn 
underwent the first of the transformations that were to lead it gradually away from 
the raucous din of the Satanic host to the position of the most refined and poetical 
voice in the symphony orchestra. This transformation consisted in taking the large 
arcuate hunting horn of the period and making it in close coiled or helical shape.6  
                                                
6 Reginald Morley-Pegge, The French Horn: Some Notes on the Evolution of the 
Instrument and of its Technique (London: Ernest Benn, 1973), 11. 
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This instrument was not yet well-suited for orchestral playing, however, since it could 
only play the harmonic notes of one key:  
When first introduced into the orchestra the instrument was just the ordinary 
hunting horn able to give only the sounds germane to its tube length; this 
necessitated a different horn for each key. To overcome the disadvantages of 
having to have several instruments a system was devised whereby the horn itself 
was made in two coils with a very much reduced hoop diameter, while the fixed 
mouthpiece was replaced by a socket into which could be fitted rings of tubing of 
assorted lengths, so that one instrument could be put into a number of different 
keys.7  
 
Yet at this point, the horn was still confined to only the harmonics of each key. Robin 
Gregory outlines the next step in the evolution of the horn, 
About 1760, during the course of experiments on muting which he was carrying 
out in order to modify the still raucous tone of the horn, the Dresden player 
Hampel discovered that the presence of the hand in the bell went a long way 
towards achieving his aim. Moreover he found that by changing the position of 
the hand in the bell it was possible to fill in many of the gaps between the notes of 
the harmonic series, although these ‘stopped’ notes were of somewhat inferior 
quality.8  
 
The advent of hand-stopping had other effects as well:  
Once the hand was used this way, it became essential that the position of the horn 
relative to the body of the player should be standardized, so that the hand could 
fulfill its function efficiently. Again at the insistence of Hampel, there came into 
being the Inventionshorn, in which the crooks were inserted into sockets in the 
middle of the hoop while the mouthpiece reverted to the fixed type.9  
 
The horn was now a fully chromatic instrument, capable of playing the notes between 
harmonics, and was able to play more easily in various keys, with the relocation of the 
crooks to the middle of the horn. Gregory summarizes this moment in the history of the 
                                                
7 Ibid., 20. 
8 Robin Gregory, The Horn: A Guide to the Modern Instrument (London: Faber and 
Faber:  
1961), 29. 
9 Ibid., 29. 
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horn as follows: “The horn was now probably at its peak, both in beauty of tone quality 
and elegance of appearance, and it is not surprising that though it would soon to be 
rendered obsolete by the invention of the valve in 1815, the hand horn lingered on almost 
to the end of the century.”10 Brahms had the sound and subtleties of this horn in mind 
when he wrote the Trio. 
 Louis-Francois Dauprat, solo horn with the Paris Opera and teacher at the Paris 
Conservatoire in the mid-19th century, wrote a Method for Cor Alto and Cor Basse in 
1824. This seminal method book outlines both the mechanics and musicality involved in 
playing the natural horn, starting with a short explanation of the open notes of the horn: 
“Limited, so to speak, to its open sounding length, the horn produces only the following 
natural sounds: the tonic, mediant, dominant, minor seventh, and major ninth, these last 
two doubled at the octave, the others tripled or quadrupled.”11 Before discussing crooks 
and hand stopping, Dauprat argues forcefully for the tone quality of the natural horn, 
noting that trumpets with keys lost their characteristic sound.12 He suggests: “The horn 
would probably fare likewise were it made to undergo similar alterations: it would lose its 
character and the true quality of its natural and factitious sounds. Most of these latter 
have a charm that is particularly theirs, and which serve, so to speak, for shadings and 
nuances in contrast with the natural sounds.”13 Far from considering the changing timbres 
of the open and closed notes a disadvantage, Dauprat prefers the sound and depth of the 
                                                
10 Ibid., 29. 
11 Louis-Francois Dauprat, Method for Cor Alto and Cor Basse, ed. Viola Roth 
(Bloomington, Indiana: Birdalone Music, 1994), 11. 
12 Ibid., 13. 
13 Ibid., 13. 
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various qualities of notes on the natural horn. Brahms agreed with this sentiment, and this 
was his basis for insisting his Trio be played on the natural horn. 
 Dauprat then goes on to describe the various strengths and weaknesses of this 
instrument: “Of all wind instruments, the horn has the greatest range; and if range were 
made complete top to bottom, it would be the most beautiful and astonishing of all…. But 
alas, it is not so. The low part of this range – which is four octaves – has gaps, and some 
sounds are so muffled and dull that their use must be proscribed for ineffectiveness.”14 
Although the natural horn can play chromatically in almost all of its octaves, there are 
pitches that are so difficult to produce and hard to hear that in fact they are not practical 
on the instrument; the notes between the horn’s low G and middle C– the third and fourth 
harmonics – require both lipping down and very subtle changes of the right hand 
position. Even when the notes speak, they have very little resonance or projection. 
Despite his earlier praise for the varied sounds of the horn, Dauprat is laying out the 
technical deficiencies that both players and composers must be aware of with certain 
notes of the natural horn. 
 In order to play the horn with the correct sound on both open and closed notes, the 
hand position of the player is vital. Dauprat outlines the correct hand position as follows:  
To shape the hand before placing it into the bell, the four fingers are brought 
together and pressed lightly against each other, the top of the hand is rounded, the 
palm is cupped, the thenar and hypothenar are brought towards each other, and 
the thumb, making a backward motion, is bent at its first joint, to rest at the base 
of the index finger. After forming the hand thus, it is inserted into the bell so that 
the middle sections of the index, middle, and ring fingers touch the interior of the 
bell on its right side, whether in open or stopped position.15 
 
                                                
14 Ibid., 13. 
15 Ibid., 22-23. 
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Dauprat emphasizes that once the hand is in this position, it moves only slightly between 
the open notes and the variety of stopped notes – the palm shifts and the fingers move as 
a result, but the hand stays in the same basic position. 
 Dauprat’s book continues by discussing how to create as much evenness of sound 
between the open and stopped notes, referencing an earlier method by Dominich:  
Since the only way that was found for producing the sounds which we call 
factitious was precisely that which must give them an unusual color in relation to 
the [natural] sounds, it was conceived that, by giving a larger volume of air to 
these sounds, and, on the contrary, conserving the air when playing the natural 
sounds, one could make them equal in volume and quality, at least as far as 
possible. But, as Dominich has stated so well, this idea, which good for slow 
movements, would impede performance in fast movements. The help of the hand 
in the bell is therefore more effective, and more natural, than a calculated 
rationing of breath. In the same way, as Dominich has also said, the hand must not 
open the bell on the natural notes so much that they sound too bright…. It is 
necessary, indeed, to achieve evenness in quality between the sounds, and to play 
the intervals between them with such good intonation as to leave nothing to be 
desired…. Moreover, the difficulty in achieving this evenness is not the same in 
each case, since the factitious sounds are not uniformly dulled, and in the middle 
range of the instrument, their quality already comes close to that of the natural 
sounds.16 
 
Dauprat outlines a number of important points in this passage. First, though the varied 
sounds of the horn are to be admired, players aim to create as much continuity between 
various open and closed sounds. The different sounds can be musically meaningful, as 
mentioned above, but notes should not bring attention to themselves merely because of a 
different sound. This may seem contradictory, but while composers made use of the 
varied tone qualities of the instrument, horn players aimed to move through the various 
sounds as smoothly as possible. Thus changes in tone quality could subtly add inflection 
to a musical phrase, but did not necessarily have to do so. Dauprat notes that though the 
first assumption may be to alter air support between the pitches, this is a very imperfect 
                                                
16 Dauprat, 28-29. 
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solution – not merely because of the demands of faster playing, as he states, but also the 
necessity of playing with full air support at all times on this instrument. Finally, it is 
important to note the distinctions Dauprat draws between the various closed notes – the 
range of the stopped notes affects the quality of their sound, with the higher notes more 
consistent then the lower ones. 
 In the second volume of his method, Dauprat discusses repertoire written for the 
natural horn, which provides contrast to Brahms’ writing for the natural horn. He begins a 
chapter on concertos with a strong defense of the horn as a solo instrument, tempered 
with some caveats: 
All genres of composition, and all types of music played by string or wind 
instruments, have been written for the horn as well. Thus, the solo and the 
concerto, the duo and the concertante, the trio, the quartet, the quintet, etc., may 
include one or more horns. Their differing styles are all equally suitable for the 
horn, as long as they do not go beyond the possibilities of the instrument – that is 
to say, assuming that the tempo and number or duration of notes lie within its 
technical capabilities. Consequently, the gravity of a Maestoso, the solemnity of a 
Cantibile, the grace of an Andante, and the simplicity of a Pastorale all suit the 
horn well. But the vivacity of a Menuetto Allegro, the brilliance of a Rondo, and 
the lightness of a Presto must be tempered somewhat in speed or note values to be 
manageable on an instrument whose vibrations are slow and whose range is 
included with those of the viola, the cello, and the double bass, even when the 
crooks most suitable for solos are used.17  
 
Noting that certain critics suggest the horn should only play lyrical melodies, Dauprat 
insists that passages with quick notes are possible, if written with an understanding of the 
instrument: “Horn concerti should then be acceptable, as long as, instead of bristling with 
difficulty, they are sprinkled simply with original, striking, and gracious passages 
appropriate to the melody.”18 As I will show, Brahms’ writing in the Trio pushes the 
                                                
17 Ibid., 326. 
18 Ibid., 327. 
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boundaries of technique for the horn, but is written idiomatically and thus does not 
“bristle with difficulty.” 
 The various crooks of the horn convey different moods and should be employed 
with care, according to Dauprat, who suggests the crooks may be “divided into three 
groups, namely, low, middle, and high.”19 He continues,  
Thus, one might say that the horn, on its low crooks, is majestic, austere, 
religious, or melancholy; that on the high crooks, on the contrary, it is joyous, 
lively, loud, and brilliant; and on the middle crooks it combines sweetness with 
brilliance, vivacity with majesty, and the simplicity of song with the exuberance 
of passage work. This is why these middle crooks are preferred for the 
composition of solos and all obbligato music for the horn.20  
 
In addition to having different sounds on different pitches because of the hand-stopping 
technique, the natural horn can also express various emotions depending on the 
brightness or darkness of the key the horn is crooked in. Brahms employed 
predominantly middle and low crooks in his symphonic works, and he chose a middle 
crook – E♭ – for the soloistic Trio part. 
 Dauprat highlights the lack of understanding many composers had for the 
instrument: “… they often wrote passages, even single notes, which, not being suitably 
prepared, were not practicable.”21 Even those with some knowledge made mistakes: 
“Duni, Monsigny, and Grety knew the horn better than their predecessors, but rarely 
wrote for it in the correct octave.”22 The difficulty with writing for an instrument that 
could be pitched in many different keys but needed to be written for carefully troubled 
many composers: “It was left to two composers, Rameau and Philidor, both great 
                                                
19 Ibid., 371. 
20 Ibid., 371. 
21 Ibid., 374. 
22 Ibid., 374. 
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mathematicians, to write for the horn at its proper pitches….”23 Philidor’s knowledge of 
the horn reveals itself in his use open notes, his starting pitches, and the crooks used: 
“Except for the solo in his opera Le sorcier, he gives them only natural notes, and limits 
those to a range of two octaves for the low and middle crooks, starting from the dominant 
of each key.”24 Clearly, composers in this era lacked some basic knowledge about this 
instrument, if using its pitches in the correct octave was so rare. 
 In addition to struggling with how to write idiomatic parts for the natural horn, 
composers at this time even struggled with how to notate the pitches themselves for an 
instrument that changed its key often. A way of writing horn parts was needed that would 
be straightforward for a player changing crooks – who would “then be able to maintain 
the habit of seeing all the scales in terms of the relation each has to the principal scale of 
each crook.”25 The standard way of writing for horn became “treble clef without a key 
signature…. the series of natural notes for each crook the appear[ing] to their eyes only as 
the root chord of C major.”26 The natural horn was written in this manner through the rest 
of its history.  
 Dauprat defines the two types of natural horn notes, “natural” and “factitious”: 
“We call those notes ‘factitious’ that cannot be played without closing the bell to some 
degree with the hand; and ‘natural’ notes, those that are produced with the bell open… 
without the help of the hand.”27 The skill with which composers used factitious and 
natural notes is much more important to Dauprat than the mere way they wrote parts, as 
                                                
23 Ibid., 375. 
24 Ibid., 375. 
25 Ibid., 376. 
26 Ibid., 376. 
27 Ibid., 376. 
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just discussed. Dauprat cautions the use of F, F♯, and A: “One should not end on the 
factitious notes F, F♯, and A, nor attack them without preparation. These notes would be 
ineffectual and uselessly tiring to the player if used [in such a way.]”28 These three notes 
are played with an especially closed hand position, and thus are often difficult to center 
and have the least resonant sound. With this comment, Dauprat suggests that ending a 
phrase on one of these notes would create a weak ending; starting on one of these notes 
would be especially precarious for a natural horn player.  
 Open notes have their own restrictions; Dauprat outlines the necessity of careful 
use of the B♭: “The B♭ is in tune only as the fourth note in the subdominant scale or as 
the dissonance of a diminished fifth, minor seventh, or diminished seventh. In all other 
contexts it sounds too low, and must be used only in a forte. The player is advised that 
opening the bell wider and tightening the lips are means by which one raises the pitch.”29 
Natural horn players came to adjust this pitch – through both means mentioned, though 
especially by opening the hand – so that it could be used in other contexts. 
 Dauprat moves on to discuss more complicated issues for the natural horn. In a 
chapter entitled “On Entrances and Ritornelli for the Horn,” he emphasizes: “One cannot 
say too often that the high crooks of the horn are not very well suited to melodies or 
sustained notes in slow tempi…. Passages requiring lightness, even if confined to the 
tonic triad, would sound heavy on the low crooks.”30 Composers must as a result choose 
the crook used by the horn, and by extension often the key of a piece, with the character 
of each crook in mind. He continues by explaining which crooks are the most adaptable: 
                                                
28 Ibid., 378. 
29 Ibid., 378. 
30 Ibid., 384. 
  13 
“There remain, then, only the crooks of D, E♭, E, F, and G, for which all sorts of 
melodies, passagework, and tempi are appropriate, as long as these are idiomatic to the 
instrument.”31 These are the keys solo works would often be pitched in, and E♭ is the 
crook used in the Trio.  
 Of all composers discussed in his book, Dauprat holds Haydn in the highest 
regard in relation to his writing for the natural horn. He exclaims that “one could believe 
that this knowledgeable composer had played the instrument from the way he writes and 
places its passagework, always having regard for the ‘genre’ of the horn, the crook he 
gives it, and the difficulties of performance which are particular to it.”32 He outlines 
Haydn’s preparation of factitious notes, his use of more technical passages suited to the 
cor basse as well as the lyrical passages for the cor alto, and his idiomatic use of crooks. 
Dauprat generalizes from Haydn’s example with a short statement about the choice of 
factitious notes:  
One should not, in any case, overuse the factitious sounds, but in avoiding them in 
orchestral writing by restricting oneself to triadic melodies with only the natural 
notes, one would inevitably fall back into the narrow circle of common, stale, 
hackneyed clichés. It should be reiterated that, if the horns are given prominence, 
one can use factitious sounds along with natural sounds without hesitation, since 
they will be sufficiently audible.33 
 
Dauprat does not want composers to avoid using closed notes, but emphasizes the correct 
circumstances to use them; Brahms makes copious use of closed notes in his Trio, yet his 
knowledge of the instrument allows him to use them idiomatically as Dauprat would 
hope.  
                                                
31 Dauprat, 385. 
32 Ibid., 393. 
33 Ibid., 395. 
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 Hector Berlioz also discusses the proper use of open and closed notes on the 
natural horn, outlining the various sounds the instrument is capable of:  
“The stopped tones show marked difference in character and sonority, not only in 
comparison with the open tones, but also among themselves. These differences 
are caused by the greater or smaller opening left in the bell by the performer’s 
hand. For certain notes the bell must be closed a quarter, a third or one-half, for 
others more completely. The more the bell is closed, the duller and rougher 
becomes the tone and the more difficult is its secure and clean production.”34  
 
Composers can then use this information about the natural horn to write idiomatically for 
the instrument: “When using stopped notes, especially in the orchestra, one should try to 
intersperse them as much as possible with open ones, and not to pass from one stopped 
tone to another stopped tone, particularly from one poor stopped tone to another equally 
poor one.”35 Just as Dauprat advised, Berlioz suggests that stopped notes should be 
treated with care, especially in how they are approached and ordered. Berlioz also 
critiques composers’ ability to correctly employ the stopped notes of the horn: “In 
general the old masters limited themselves to the use of open tones; to be frank, they 
employed [stopped notes] quite clumsily. Even Beethoven is very reluctant to use 
stopped tones, except in a solo passage. His scores offer very few examples of them; 
whenever he has recourse to them, it is usually for some striking effect.”36 However, in 
Berlioz’s mind, treating the horns with too much caution is preferable to too little:  
This method is doubtless better than the opposite one, adopted nowadays by the 
majority of French and Italian composers. They treat the horns very much like 
bassoons or clarinets, without taking into account the enormous difference 
between stopped and open tones as well as the differences among the stopped 
tones…. In short, they have not the slightest idea that a thorough knowledge 
                                                
34 Hector Berlioz and Richard Strauss, Treatise on Instrumentation, ed. Theodore Front 
(Mineola, New York: Dover, 1991), 248. 
35 Ibid., 249. 
36 Ibid., 249. 
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together with good taste and common sense may have something to do with the 
application of these tones….37  
  
Berlioz suggests that with full knowledge for the capabilities of the horn, successful 
writing incorporating both stopped and open notes can occur. He outlines notes that need 
to be treated with care:  
Unless stopped tones are wanted for some particular effect, one should at least 
avoid those whose sound is too weak and too unlike the other tones of the horn. 
These are: D and D♭ under the stave… the low A and B♭… the medium A♭. They 
should never be used as mere filling notes, but only for the sake of an effect 
which corresponds with their hollow, rough and wild sound.38  
 
With such knowledge, Berlioz believes the horn can be written for in a way that makes 
use of its great sounds and character, without treating it like any other chromatic 
instrument. Brahms realized Berlioz’s hope, bringing out subtleties of sound and emotion 
in his natural horn writing, particularly in the Trio. 
 John Humphries extends Berlioz’s ideas when he outlines what a player must do 
to play each note in four octaves:  
“The first six notes (Octave 1) are not members of the harmonic series, but it is 
easy to lip them down from the open C…. The eighth note, the C# immediately 
above low C (Octave 2), is unusual, but in slow passages can easily be produced 
by lipping C upwards and removing the hand from the bell. It can also be 
produced as a rather muffled stopped note. Some tutors show the next semitone 
up, low D, as a stopped note, but generally speaking it is so weak as to be 
impractical….D#, E, F, and F# can all be produced, increasingly clearly, by 
stopping low G….A reasonable G# can be played by bending the G upwards and 
removing the hand from the bell, and although neither A nor B♭ is ever very 
successful, they appear only rarely and can usually be played by using fairly 
heavy hand-stopping…. Moving into the third octave, C# and D are not easy to 
play, but work quite well in the context of a descending scale…. From E upwards 
is the hand horn’s best range, though it can be tricky to sound F effectively. A 
slightly different hand position is needed to get 3rd space A and third line B in 
tune, and B♭, the seventh harmonic, must be played with a very open hand 
position to avoid sounding flat. In the fourth octave, C, D, and E are all open 
                                                
37 Berlioz, 255. 
38 Ibid., 255. 
  16 
notes, but the hand has to be used very slightly both to flatten the naturally sharp 
D, and to sharpen the naturally flat E. Top line F# and the A above the stave are 
notoriously difficult….No tutor suggests anything other than an approximate way 
of playing them….”39 
 
Humphries here gives a good outline of the various capabilities of stopped notes – some 
are straightforward, while many require subtleties in the hand position. With such varied 
technique among pitches, players and composers alike needed to be aware of these traits. 
 Humphries notes that Haydn wrote often for the horn: “The horn appears 
frequently in Haydn’s scores, and while his symphonies include some of the most 
interesting parts of the eighteenth century instrument, he also wrote a number of 
concertos for it to play.”40 In studying the writing in Haydn’s Horn Concerto No. 1 in D 
major, Hob.VIId:3 (1762), Humphries notes the skill needed to play the piece: “Whatever 
the identity of Haydn’s player, there can be no doubt of his ability. As well as descending 
to the 2nd harmonic, the concerto climbs repeatedly to the sixteenth harmonic (top C), and 
each movement includes a top D (eighteenth harmonic).”41 Though demanding a wide 
range from his player, he wrote well for the instrument, with a few problems: “Stopped 
notes appear less frequently than in early nineteenth-century works, but Haydn uses them 
with assurance, and the greatest problem is his frequent use of the 13th harmonic (A 
above the stave).”42 This A is one of the problem notes Humphries discusses above, 
which lacks a definitive hand position. Haydn’s use of harmony with the natural horn, 
however, is not limited: “His treatment of modulation is imaginative, for the Adagio 
opens in A major (the dominant of the D crook) before modulating to E major (the 
                                                
39 John Humphries, The Early Horn: A Practical Guide (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000), 59-61. 
40 Humphries, 82. 
41 Ibid., 83-84. 
42 Ibid., 84. 
  17 
supertonic) and then uses bottom C (sounding D) as the fourth degree of the tonic of the 
movement when the main theme is repeated.”43 As seen in this instance, Haydn writes 
natural horn parts that predominantly use the open harmonics and that treat stopped notes 
with care, while still moving into harmonically rich areas. 
 Humphries likewise looks at Mozart’s horn concerti to determine his agility in 
writing for the horn. The four concerti, written by Mozart for Leutgeb, reveal both 
Leutgeb’s skill and his eventual diminishing abilities; the later concerti became simpler:  
This reordering highlights the way in which the concertos become gradually less 
taxing with time. K417 and K495 are both in E♭, and offered Leutgeb every 
opportunity to demonstrate [his] sound… and his ability to play athletic runs up to 
the sixteenth harmonic (top C). K447 is also in E♭, but avoids the highest notes of 
the first two complete concertos, and Mozart’s decision to move down a semitone 
to D in K412 probably reflects the fact that by 1791 Leutgeb was fifty-nine years 
old.44  
 
Mozart knew not just the instrument he was writing for, but the player as well. 
Humphries outlines Mozart’s skill as follows: “Mozart’s understanding of hand horn 
writing is as clear from the notes he avoids as from the way he uses others. The complete 
absence of 1st space F, and the D and C♯ above middle C, cannot be coincidental, for 
although they appear in nineteenth century tutors, they are difficult to play musically.”45 
This awareness that all notes were not created equal on the hand horn creates a piece that 
avoids the stopped notes that were both a challenge to play and had the least effective 
sound. Likewise, Mozart’s writing revealed an intimate knowledge of the instrument; 
referring to the opening statement of the horn in K. 495, Humphries explains:  
…his melodic lines lie well on the instrument, and in the hands of a skilled player 
[the opening phrase] can be played with a fairly constant tone colour. The half-
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stopped F in bar 37 has two open notes on either side, and, played carefully, will 
merely sound a little veiled. The B and A have to be stopped, but as the first B 
follows a C it is easy to make it sound a little quieter, and the last two quavers 
will merge in well if they are not forced. The only other heavily stopped note, the 
B on the 3rd beat of bar 39, can be played quite forcefully as it appears on a strong 
beat; any sizzle will add colour to the phrase.46 
 
Mozart did not merely avoid stopped notes, but used them in phrases in ways that were 
easier for the horn player and supported the phrase. Humphries continues:  
Mozart’s understanding of stopped notes is so good that it allows him to underline 
his melodic intentions. See, for example, bars 98 and 106, where he moves down 
from a half-stopped A to a heavily stopped G#.... The G# is quite a difficult note, 
but approached in this way it is almost impossible to play badly, and will 
inevitably produce the feminine ending which Mozart wants. For the same reason, 
bars 102-4 are easier to play musically on the hand horn than the valve horn…. 
where the snarling caused by the need to stop F, D#, and C# is in keeping with the 
mood of the chromatic scale, and, because the stopped B in bar 104 is approached 
from the C above, it is easy to play gently and stylishly. Indeed, the construction 
of the phrase means that the hand horn player automatically produces a feminine 
ending, even though the stopped note falls on a strong beat.47 
 
Mozart used the idiosyncrasies of the hand horn to musical effect, shaping his phrases 
with the various tone colors of the closed notes. 
 Humphries believes that Beethoven showed understanding of the hand horn in his 
compositions, despite Berlioz’s scorn of his avoidance of stopped notes. In his Sextet for 
two horns and strings, op. 81b, Humphries notes “while Beethoven taxes both horn 
players to their limits, he takes into account the distinction between cor alto and cor basse 
parts, taking the first horn flying up to the eighteenth harmonic while rattling arpeggios 
take the second horn down to the lowest notes it can play.”48 Likewise, Beethoven’s 
writing in his Sonata in F for horn and piano, op. 17, shows his knowledge of hand horn 
and hand horn players. Written for Giovanni Punto,  
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[t]he sonata clearly reflects Punto’s brilliance as a cor basse, for it does not rise 
above the 12th harmonic (G at the top of the stave) and all three movements make 
substantial use of notes below the stave. The sturdy descent to low C which opens 
the work by is absolutely characteristic of such parts, and both the first and third 
movements are full of arpeggios, the natural vehicle for a low horn player’s 
virtuosity.49  
 
Beethoven does write a notable factitious note here: “Second horn players would also 
take a particular delight in performing the factitious low G in bar 161….”50 Humphries 
points out that Beethoven uses this factitious G in both the his Sextet in E♭ major, Op. 
71, and the fourth horn solo in the third movement of his Symphony No. 9 in D minor, 
Op. 125.51 
 Humphries suggests that despite these traits, Beethoven’s writing for the natural 
horn in his sonata is not as successful as Mozart’s horn writing: “His choice of the shorter 
and brighter F crook magnifies the difference in tone quality between open and stopped 
notes…. Bars 96-8 from the first movement of the Sonata often sound particularly 
unmusical on a hand horn….”52 This phrase contains constant eighth notes with the notes 
on the beat closed, and those off the beat open.53 Humphries explains the aural result: 
“The stopped sounds do little to enhance the melody, and just as the ear is adjusting, bar 
98 begins with an open notes, so most players need to work hard to even out the 
sound.”54 Both the choice of crook and the interplay between stopped and open notes 
create less of a successful idiomatic piece for the horn. 
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 This brief outline of the history of the natural horn highlights the challenges a 
composer faced when writing for the instrument. Even the masters, discussed above, 
preferred to stay in the realm of open notes with occasional stopped notes. In his Trio, 
Brahms uses many stopped notes along with the open notes of the E♭ crook; however, he 
understood the natural horn’s strengths and weaknesses, and as a result he was able to 
write complex parts and in a range of keys that are beyond those demanded in Haydn, 
Mozart, and Beethoven’s works. Brahms wrote for the natural horn in keys distant from 
the crook of E♭, using many stopped notes but continuing to use the open notes as 
anchors. Though Brahms’ horn writing in the trio used the horn beyond its place in 
previous composers’ works, he did so in a way that capitalized on the horn’s 
idiosyncrasies rather than ignoring them.  
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Chapter 2: The Natural Horn in the Brahms Horn Trio 
 The previous chapter places Brahms’ Horn Trio in the context of the history of the 
natural horn and the ways in which previous composers had written for the natural horn. 
The literature discussing the Horn Trio itself presents a clear divide in perspective. Horn 
players discuss the horn part, and how knowledge of the natural horn helps players 
understand the part. Music theorists, on the other hand, are intrigued by the form of the 
first movement and trace many of Brahms’ usual composition techniques through the 
piece. There is very little overlap between the two points of view; horn players often 
mention the form of the first movement, but go no further in detail, while music theorists 
may mention that Brahms wrote the horn part for the natural horn, but this knowledge 
plays no part in their analysis. In the rare attempt to fuse the two perspectives, 
overgeneralization weakens the argument. This literature review extends some ideas 
already presented in the previous chapter, but with a specific focus: Brahms’ use of the 
natural horn in the Trio, and discussions about this use from multiple perspectives. I will 
comment in depth about three representative writings, one from a horn player’s 
perspective, one from a theorist’s, and one that fuses aspects of the two. David Elliot’s 
“The Brahms Horn Trio and Hand Horn Idiom”55 looks closely at what a modern horn 
player can gain from playing the horn part on natural horn. Christopher Thompson, a 
music theorist, examines the possibilities for the form of the first movement in “Re-
forming Brahms: Sonata Form and the Horn Trio, Op. 40.”56 Finally, Peter Silberman, in 
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“Brahms’s Use of the Hand Horn in the Trio, Op. 40,”57 attempts to intertwine a player’s 
perspective with considerations of form, yet oversimplifies the conclusions.  
Elliott recounts some of the issues with the valved horn in its early days:  
“Since the right hand was no longer needed to produce certain pitches, many  
players opened the bell and used the hand only to support the instrument.  
Obviously this created a much different sound. Although the early valved  
instrument allowed for various crookings to retain the variances in tonal color 
between the short, high pitched crooks and the longer, lower ones, players tended 
to use only the middle keys of F, E and E-flat. This practice bothered those who 
took the various types of sounds into consideration in orchestration and 
performance.”58  
 
Brahms was one so bothered; he knew the colors of the natural horn and preferred to 
write for the natural horn crooked in various keys: “Even though he knew that most of his 
compositions would be played on valve horns, Brahms scored for the hand horn. The 
majority of his pitches are either notes of the harmonic series or those one-half step 
below.”59 Likewise, Brahms wrote the Horn Trio for a natural horn: “There can be do 
doubt that Brahms wished the Trio to be played on hand horn. In both the first 
publication of 1866 and the second in 1891, the instrumentation specifies Waldhorn.”60 
Brahms’s correspondence confirms this wish, and his performances on the horn trio were 
played on natural horn.61  
 Elliot outlines the practical implications of Brahms’ preference for the natural 
horn:  
“Knowing that Brahms intended the Trio to be played on the Waldhorn, one can 
discover in it many examples of typical hand horn technique and practice. He 
chose the favorite E-flat crook for all four movements. All are in E-flat major 
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except the Adagio, which is in the parallel minor. With a rather limited possibility 
for modulation Brahms forgoes his usual first movement ‘sonata-form’ for a five-
part episodic structure which alternates between an andante and a Poco più 
animato.”62  
 
Elliot suggests that the form of the piece was affected by the restrictions of the natural 
horn – that the piece needs to remain in E♭ major in order to allow the natural horn 
crooked in E♭ to take part, and likewise, the first movement could not be in sonata form 
because the horn could not modulate to the dominant key. However, Elliot does not 
account for the multiple modulations that do occur within each movement. He supports 
his idea only by noting that “this is the only first movement of [Brahms’] instrumental 
ensemble output not in ‘sonata form.’”63 This determination minimizes both the sonata 
form-like features of the movement as well as the various keys the movement moves 
through. Elliot is not alone among horn players to quickly dismiss the form of the first 
movement as something other than sonata form.  
Though minimizing the harmonic complexities of the piece, Elliot does correctly 
identify the characteristics of the horn part that reveal Brahms knew this instrument well: 
“Several points of texture of the Trio are interesting. The horn does not play at the start of 
any of the movements, and appears by itself in only one place where in the third 
movement it begins a section of imitation with a slow and technically simple passage. It 
seems that Brahms did not want the hornist to have to play without a harmonic 
framework.”64 Elliot thus suggests that Brahms knew the natural horn well enough to 
give the player a context for entrances. 
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 Elliot delves into the details of Brahms’ use of open and closed notes in the Trio, 
supporting his claim that Brahms was comfortable writing for this instrument. He 
explains that “All the pitches in the horn part are common in hand horn writing….”65 He 
goes on to suggest that “[p]assages using only open notes are quite easy on the natural 
instrument. Brahms employs several such passages….”66 Logically, then, “[l]ong 
passages of consecutive stopped notes are usually avoided. Most typically the stopped 
notes appear between two open notes…. Where two closed pitches sound in sequence, 
one is usually either a’, f’’, or a-flat’’, the tones that require the least use of the right 
hand.”67 This use of stopped and open notes corresponds to Dauprat’s earlier discussed 
guidelines for writing for the natural horn. Elliot highlights a passage in the third 
movement, recreated in Figure 1, where the horn part is open when it is the dominant 
voice, but closed when it needs to be secondary to the violin. As he explains, “Brahms 
uses the fact that closed tones are softer than open ones for several interesting effects. 
Dynamic contrast and textual considerations are evident [at the end of the third 
movement]. In the first four measures the horn is on top in duet with the violin. In the 
second four measures the violin is the principal participant. Notice that the change in 
dynamic works naturally as the degree of closure increases with each successive note.”68 
After this specific example, Elliot broadly categorizes Brahms’s writing in the Trio: “The 
important climactic points of the piece are most often notes of the harmonic series and 
often stand in bold relief against closed notes which surround them. The difference in 
timbre between stopped and open sounds is also often used to give shape to melodic 
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lines.”69 Brahms did not merely understand the use of open and stopped notes on the hand 
horn, but employed them in strategically important melodic and harmonic contexts. 
 
 
Figure 1: Elliot’s transcription of third movement,  
mm. 59–60 and 63–64  
 Elliot strongly suggests that horn performers will benefit from an awareness of 
Brahms’s preference for the natural horn: “When planning a performance of the Trio in 
the twentieth century one should consider the implications of the Waldhorn versus the 
Ventilhorn.”70 A modern horn player will better comprehend Brahms’ intentions for 
color, dynamics, and balance more fully with the experience of the natural horn: “Playing 
the Trio on a valved instrument does not excuse the player from understanding the hand 
horn implications inherent in the music. One way to gain such an understanding is to 
practice the part on a hand horn.”71 Elliot’s article is a succinct outline of the history of 
the hand horn and Brahms’ wishes surrounding the instrument used for the Trio. He gives 
very practical suggestions to the horn performer, but his awareness of the effects of the 
natural horn on the piece is focused almost entirely on the horn player’s technique, with 
only a cursory discussion of the harmonic implications. 
 While Elliot takes a horn player’s view on the Trio, Christopher K. Thompson 
dissects the form of the first movement from a music theorist’s perspective. Thompson 
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focuses on the question of whether the first movement is in sonata form; as he explains, 
“nearly every writer who discusses the work makes a point of saying this is the only 
instance among Brahms’s chamber works in which he avoids the traditional plan for the 
first movement of a sonata.”72 However, he intends to “show [that] the first movement of 
Opus 40 manifests a sufficient number of sonata-form attributes to situate it squarely in 
that tradition.”73 Since many analysts suggest the first movement is in fact a rondo form, 
Thompson begins by critiquing these analyses.  
Thompson notes that “most writers maintain that the three-fold repetition of 
opening material beginning in measures 1, 131, and 200 – interspersed with contrasting 
episodes beginning in measures 77 and 167 – is more akin to a traditional rondo 
design.”74 He provides a diagram of this suggestion, provided here as Figure 2; 
Thompson notes that “[t]he tight compartmentalization by this diagram, however, seems 
to work against the continuous, ongoing flow of the music…. Melodic, harmonic, and 
rhythmic returns are curiously out of phase, obscuring any definite sense of return”75 of 
the rondo refrain. Though the written pages of music seem to suggest clear cut 
demarcations of sections, the music itself does not line up with this division. Likewise, 
the tonal layout of the piece does not conform the tonal expectations of an opening 
harmony:  
“Harmonically, the situation is a bit more complex. Referring back to the opening 
of the Trio, its first sixteen measures represent, in Schenkerian terms, the 
compositional unfolding of a dominant seventh about B♭. In a sense, this 
prolonged dominant seventh may be said to assume the position of a tonic, 
without, of course, functioning like a tonic. Concerning the alleged point of return 
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at measure 131, however, the dominant seventh is already in full sway, stretching 
from measure 127 to measure 146 and beyond, thus obscuring and overlapping 
the moment of return.”76  
 
The dominant seventh chord which begins the piece functions as type of home harmonic 
area, yet it would then be expected that the return of the opening section would align with 
the return of this dominant seventh chord. The dominant seventh returns earlier than 
expected, and thus blurs the feeling of arrival. 
 
 
Figure 2: Thompson’s diagram of movement 1 as five-part rondo 
 
The early return of the dominant seventh is not the only factor that diminishes a 
clear arrival with the return of the opening material at m. 131:  
“Rhythmically, too, measures 127-30 neutralize the impression of return at 
measure 131. In particular, Brahms augments the triplets in measures 127-8 so 
that, in measures 129-130, they become duplets within the prevailing 9/8 meter. 
Next… duplets in 9/8 meter give way to triplets in 2/4 meter, thus effecting a 
seamless transition that obscures a metrical downbeat at measure 131.”77  
 
Thus the harmony and the rhythm both thwart a feeling of arrival as the opening material 
returns: “…even though the opening melody reappears in full in the horn at measure 131, 
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the rhythmic continuity and unvarying texture of the piano writing surrounding this 
juncture form a connecting link that overrides any sense of clear-cut return.”78 
Having disputed the generic five-part rondo division of the movement, Thompson 
turns to another configuration rondo form, that of A. B. Marx’s seven-part form, here 
recreated as Figure 3.79 Thompson intends to show that though this configuration seems 
to fit the Trio’s first movement better than the generic form, it too fails to account for the 
movement. The divisions of Marx’s form, which he himself does not apply to the Trio, 
are determined by the melodic openness or closedness of each section:  
“HS (Hauptsatz) refers to the initial thematic section, while SS (Seiten- or 
Nebensatz) refers to thematic sections standing alongside HS (SS1 and SS2). Both 
the HS and SS are well-defined sections characterized by melodic closure…. In 
contrast G (Gang) refers to an open-ended melodic segment lacking the closure of 
the HS and SS sections.”80 
 
Thompson lines up the Trio’s first movement according to Marx’s form as seen in Figure 
4. However, he immediately identifies the ways in which the Trio defies the definitions of 
the melodically open and closed sections: “According to Marx’s formulation, the 
melodically closed SS sections function quite differently from the melodically open G 
sections. Curiously, Brahms frequently blurs these functional distinctions in his Trio.”81 
For example,  
“In SS1 (m. 77-117) there are only fleeting suggestions of the G-minor (local) 
tonic that eventually closes this segment…. Instead, the music continues to drive 
forward relentlessly until measure 117, the next metrical downbeat, at which point 
melodic and harmonic closure at last coincide…. Thus, SS1 may be regarded as a 
closed structure, but one that postpones closure until the last possible moment, 
namely, measure 117.”82  
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Whereas Marx’s form suggests a melodically closed section, Brahms’ section fails to 
definitely determine a key until the end of the section. 
 
 
Figure 3: Thompson’s diagram of Marx’s seven-part rondo form 
 
 
Figure 4: Thompson’s diagram of movement 1 as Marx’s seven-part rondo 
 
Thompson explains as well that the Gang section of Brahms does not conform to 
Marx’s definition:  
“As for the Gang (measures 117-30), it is of a radically different nature and 
make-up, seeming to anticipate rather than withhold closure. The agitation and 
restlessness characterizing SS1 gradually subside, giving way to music of much 
greater harmonic clarity and stability. Even though the perpetual-motion triplets 
continue without interruption into this segment, they no longer propel the music 
forward in the same way, serving here to reinforce a simpler underlying 
melody.”83   
 
Thompson suggests that though Marx’s formulation seems to fit the Trio’s first 
movement better than a straightforward rondo form, the harmonic motion within these 
sections continues to thwart easy designation. 
                                                
83 Ibid., 70. 
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In fact, while some of this movement conforms to Marx’s rondo form, Thompson 
suggests it switches the meaning of the sections:  
“More globally, Brahms maintains the order of the sections as specified by Marx 
(SS followed by Gang) while radically exchanging their formal functions. In 
particular, Brahms’s first SS (mm. 77-117) actually behaves more like Marx’s 
continuous, open-ended Gang. Likewise, Brahms’s Gang (measures 117-30) 
functions more in the manner of a concluding, self-contained segment that recalls 
Marx’s SS. The result, in short, is an exchange of formal functions that seriously 
challenges comparison with a traditional rondo scheme.”84  
 
Though on the surface dividing the movement into rondo sections depending on levels of 
melodic closure rather than melodic content only appears to fit the movement, the 
sections do the opposite of what Marx proposed. 
Thompson thus outlines the ways in which this movement both complies with and 
thwarts rondo designations. He then turns to look at what characteristics of this 
movement may in fact relate to sonata form. Thompson lines up the sections of Marx’s 
rondo with that of a sonata form as seen in Figure 5. He explains:  
“In general, these sections contribute to an overall tonal organization not unlike 
that prescribed by traditional sonata form, namely, the recapitulation of second-
subject material in the tonic key…. Brahms properly centers a return of the minor-
mode, second-subject material (SS2) around an E-flat-minor tonic as conventional 
sonata form dictates.”85  
 
Rather than making the return of the opening material a part of a rondo form, Thompson 
sees the second section in 9/8 as the second subject in a sonata form:  
“one can see an even more striking sonata-form parallel by comparing the tonal 
organization of the two second-subject areas…. each second subject embraces not 
just one key, but two. Now in and of itself, this observation is hardly noteworthy; 
many second-subject areas embrace more than one key. From the standpoint of 
traditional sonata form, however, it is remarkable that the relation between these 
                                                
84 Ibid., 72. 
85 Ibid., 73. 
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two keys remain the same even though the keys themselves change…. The minor-
tonic-minor-dominant relation, however, remains the same.”86  
 
Thompson sees the sonata form principle of the second subject area working in this 
movement. 
 
 
Figure 5: Thompson’s diagram of movement 1 as sonata form 
 
Nevertheless, despite these sonata form characteristics, Thompson does not claim 
this is purely a sonata form movement: “Of course, there is a difference between 
demonstrating that music is in sonata form and demonstrating that music comes under the 
influence of, or is conditioned by, sonata form. I have attempted to do the latter. In other 
words, I contend that this movement is not so much formed as it is informed by sonata-
form principles.”87 Thompson then moves on to show how the harmony of the movement 
also thwarts the expectations of sonata form: “These sonata-form tables, moreover, 
necessarily exclude much that is of crucial importance to the structure of this particular 
movement. For example, of the initial seventy-six measures that compromise the “first 
subject,” allegedly grounded in E-flat major, at least half – thirty-eight measures – occur 
within the context of an extended dominant seventh above….”88 This emphasis on the 
                                                
86 Ibid., 74. 
87 Ibid., 75. 
88 Ibid., 75. 
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dominant area not only defies the expectations of an opening section, but switches the 
moods expected from tonic and dominant areas: “Even more significant is the fact that 
these large swaths of dominant correspond to music unusually relaxed and restrained in 
character. Typically, of course, large-scale dominants of this sort correlate with music 
that becomes progressively more intense…. Radically, then, it is the dominant, not the 
tonic, that permeates music of an unexpectedly restrained and stable character.”89 This 
connection between the dominant and more relaxed music continues through the 
movement: “Brahms’s music thus confers increasing stability on a harmonic phenomenon 
– dominant prolongation – usually associated with increasing tension.”90 Thompson’s 
premise is based on a conservative view of tonal possibilities of sonata form, which are 
greatly expanded in 19th century music; however, his point highlights the way in which 
Brahms thwarts both rondo and sonata form conventions. 
Thompson sums up the contradictions of the movement in the following manner: 
“While traditional sonata form unquestionably exerts an influence on this movement, it 
cannot be said to exert a totalizing influence unless one is willing to reduce music to a 
lowest common denominator…. Rather, it is sonata and rondo elements that is form-
defining here, not simply one or the other.”91 Thompson’s discussion of the form of the 
first movement of the Trio is thorough and thought-provoking, but makes no mention of 
how instrumentation may have affected the form of the movement.  
Whereas Elliot discusses the horn part with little mention of the harmonic areas of 
the piece, Thompson explores the harmonic areas and the form of the piece with little 
                                                
89 Ibid., 75. 
90 Ibid., 76. 
91 Ibid., 76. 
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mention of the natural horn. Peter Silberman combines a horn performer’s perspective 
with a theorist’s perspective in a few ways, though does not consider the harmony in 
enough detail to fully appreciate its relationship with the horn part. Silberman suggests 
that though the natural horn part is highly chromatic (and thus difficult), the piece lacks 
its true power if played on a valved horn:  
“This article will discuss Brahms’s writing for the hand horn in the Trio, focusing 
on his use of the contrast between open and stopped tone colors for musical 
effects. I will show that Brahms employed the hand horn’s timbral characteristics 
in four ways: enhancing and assisting with dynamics; emphasizing important 
pitches; constructing melodic motives; and organizing keys and form.”92  
 
The first three of Silberman’s arguments deal with melody, while the last deals with 
harmony.  
 Silberman’s suggestion that the change in sonority between open and closed 
notes aid in balance between the instruments uses the same example Elliot used – 
measure 57–66 of the third movement, as seen above in Figure 1. As Silberman notes: 
“passages in which the horn is secondary to the violin or piano and the dynamic level is 
piano or pianissimo often contain stopped notes to ensure that the melody is heard above 
the horn.”93 In addition to this use of the different sounds to aid in dynamics, Silberman 
also provides examples of when, as he explains, “the distinction between forte and piano 
can be made to sound much greater on a hand horn… [because] when [stopped notes are] 
played loudly, they sound brassy….”94 One such example Silberman provides is a 
fortepiano note in measure 83 of the third movement, seen here in Figure 6, where this 
                                                
92 Ibid., 49. 
93 Ibid., 50. 
94 Ibid., 50. 
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“dramatic moment [is] enhanced by the stopped sound.”95 Brahms used the various 
sounds of open and closed notes, as well as the range of sounds of closed notes, to 
provide balance and emphasize certain arrivals. 
 
Figure 6: Silberman’s example of stopped sound supporting dynamics 
 
 
Figure 7: Silberman’s example of highlighting notes with stopped sound 
 
Similarly, Silberman identifies how the stopped sounds highlight certain notes, 
with his example shown in Figure 7: “In measure 219 and 220 [of the fourth movement] 
the piano plays the melodic notes A♯ (dissonant with the left hand chord) and B 
(consonant). In measures 221-227, the horn and violin continue the piano part in unison, 
                                                
95 Ibid., 50. 
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starting with the same pitches respelled as B♭ and C♭. Dissonance and consonance are 
now reversed; B♭ is consonant and C♭ is dissonant. The C♭ is a forte stopped note, which 
emphasizes its dissonant quality.”96 The horn amplifies the dissonant passing tone with 
its brassy stopped color. Silberman uses yet another example from the fourth movement 
to support this point, seen in Figure 8; he explains: “There is a prominent arrival point at 
measure 263. Instead of arriving on the expected concert G, the horn plays a concert G♭. 
The forte stopped sound of this note emphasizes the surprise. When the same arrival 
reappears in measure 269, the horn plays a G, an open note that begins the triumphant 
coda.”97 Silberman connects the horn’s open and closed notes to harmonic motion, but 
points out a few specific examples, and does not contextualize these examples in the 
harmonic language of each movement, and the piece as a whole. For example, this closed 
G♭ happens over a ♭VI chord; this chord and this key area are important throughout the 
piece, as is the writing in the horn part in these key areas.  
 
Figure 8: Silberman’s example of a stopped note emphasizing delayed cadence 
                                                
96 Ibid., 51. 
97 Ibid., 51. 
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Silberman gains some traction through motivic analysis, where he traces two 
motives, one of only open notes and one including stopped notes, throughout the piece. 
He explains: “I have identified two motives, labeled X and Y. X, an interval of a fifth, 
contains two open notes. Y, a descent and then ascent by half step, contains a stopped 
note. These motives reappear throughout the work in various melodies, continuing the 
contrast between open and stopped sounds.”98 These two motives, shown in Figure 9, can 
be found in the horn melodies throughout the four movements, yet the contrast between 
open note fifths and half step with a closed note are so common to natural horn writing 
that this is Silberman’s weakest point. Half steps for the natural horn will almost always 
alternate tone qualities. In addition, the leap of a fifth is not always between two open 
notes. The statement of the opening theme of the first movement in G♭ major at m. 200 
states this fifth from an open D♭ to a closed A♭. Silberman has undoubtedly identified 
two important motives, but the open/closed relationship between them is oversimplified 
and fails to account for the underlying harmony. 
 
Figure 9: Silberman’s example of two main motives 
Silberman’s final point relates the keys of areas to the predominance of open or 
closed notes; this linking of tonality and the type of horn notes is intriguing, but the 
conclusions are overgeneralized. He summarizes as follows: “the keys and forms of the 
second and third movement of the Trio are organized to contrast the different tone colors 
                                                
98 Ibid., 51. 
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of the hand horn. Keys with mostly open notes, such as concert E♭ major, alternate with 
keys with mostly stopped notes.”99 In the second movement, he notes that the divisions of 
the scherzo switch between open and closed:  
“The first melody of the scherzo’s A section is in concert E♭ major, which has 
mostly open notes for the horn. It is followed by a melody in G♭ major, 
containing prominent stopped notes. The first melody returns, creating the pattern 
open-stopped-open. The B section, in B major, continues the pattern by featuring 
a stopped melody. The A section returns, shortened, providing two more melodies 
in this pattern, open then stopped.”100  
 
In addition to the alteration between open and stopped, the sonority of stopped notes also 
alternates between loud and soft:  
“One would expect an open melody to appear next due to this pattern, but the 
melody in the movement’s trio, in A♭ minor, is stopped. However, Brahms does 
provide contrast with the previous stopped melody by a change in dynamics. The 
last melody in the scherzo is played forte, while the trio starts with a dynamic of 
piano…. Throughout the second movement stopped melodies alternate these two 
tone colors. The stopped melody in the A and A’ sections is brassy, while those in 
the B section and trio are muted.”101  
 
Thus the sonority of the horn melody has a specific relationship with the key and formal 
area of the piece.  
This alteration between key areas with mostly open and mostly stopped notes is 
striking in the second movement. However, Silberman’s approach does not account for 
all of the key areas Brahms employs in the Trio, nor does it take into account the 
subtleties of Brahms’s use of open notes in key areas that have more stopped notes 
available on an E♭ crook. In order to truly understand the relationship between the key 
areas of the piece and the horn’s open and stopped notes, a thorough analysis of the way 
in which the horn is used in various key areas is necessary. The horn is used as a 
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prominent melodic instrument throughout various key changes, and even in areas where 
more stopped notes could be used, Brahms continues to anchor the melodic lines with 
open notes.  
Analyses of the Horn Trio have tended to be from two distinct perspectives – horn 
players study the horn part and relate that to the natural horn, while theorists inquire 
about the form of the first movement. Both Elliot and Thompson have compelling 
insights about the piece, yet do not even reference the concerns of the other. Even in the 
rare occurrence when formal and harmonic issues are probed with considerations of the 
natural horn, as Silberman does, a lack of detailed harmonic analysis results in interesting 
yet incomplete ideas. A full analysis of both the harmonic areas and the natural horn 
writing throughout the piece reveal how each effects the other, and the need to study both 
of these elements of the Trio together. 
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Chapter 3: Analysis of the Trio 
 As discussed in Chapter 1, many composers found writing for the natural horn 
problematic. Though the natural horn was a fully chromatic instrument, its open and 
closed sonorities limited how composers wrote for the instrument. Likewise, when a 
natural horn was crooked in a specific key, it often dropped out or had a very minimal 
role when the piece delved into other keys or involved chromatic harmonies. Brahms, on 
the other hand, uses keys in this movement that are related by thirds, which creates 
common open tones between the keys - thus allowing the horn to play melodically in 
secondary keys. These third relationships are characteristic of Brahms’s writing in 
general, yet they are employed here to exploit the instrumentation of the piece. The 
natural horn defines the form of the first movement not by its limitations, but by what can 
be accomplished by organizing tonal structures around third relationships rather than 
tonic-dominant relationships.    
 Throughout this analysis chapter, horn pitches will be named by concert pitches, 
though the examples are shown in E♭. All notes will be labeled according to scientific 
pitch notation, with middle C labeled as C4. 
 The form of the first movement can be divided into an ABABA structure, based 
on keys and time signature as seen in Figure 1. The piece begins in E♭ major, and the 
horn is crooked in this key for the entire piece, which is standard for a soloistic piece 
written for the natural horn, as outlined in the earlier discussion of the Mozart Horn 
Concerti and the Beethoven Sonata. As seen in Figure 1, the movement moves from E♭ 
to G minor (iii), B♭ minor (v), and G♭ major (♭III) through its various sections. 
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m.  1-76 77-130  131-166 167-199 200-223/224-266 
time  2/4 9/8  2/4  9/8  2/4 
signature 
key  E♭M Gm  E♭M  B♭m  G♭M/ E♭M 
Figure 1: Sections of first movement defined by time signature and keys 
 
As mentioned in Chapter 2, the form of this movement shares traits with, while also 
defying expectations for, both sonata and rondo forms. Rather than moving to the 
dominant, as would be expected in a conventional sonata form, Brahms has structured the 
movement around keys a third apart – E♭ major to G minor in the first A and first B 
section; G minor and B♭ minor in the two B sections, and E♭ major and G♭ major in the 
final A section. These keys share certain common tones, which Brahms exploits in 
structurally important ways.  
 This relationship between these keys is perhaps not immediately apparent. 
However, the modulation between keys by third results in shared structurally important 
open notes between the keys. As seen in Figure 2, the open notes in the key of E flat for a 
horn crooked in E flat are the tonic chord – E♭ (partials 4, 8, 16), G (partials 5 and 10), 
and B♭ (partials 6 and 12) and D♭ as the 7th partial and F as the 9th partial.  
 
Figure 2: Open notes on a horn crooked in E flat 
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Figure 3 lists the keys found in the piece, and the common notes between the keys and 
the horn crooked in E♭. In G minor, these open notes correspond to the tonic (partials 5 
and 10), the third (partials 6 and 12) the sixth (8 and 16) and the lowered seventh (9). 
Interestingly, the fact that the key is G minor rather than G major means that the third of 
the tonic chord in G minor is an open note. 
 
Figure 3: Open notes in common (circled) between the tonic key of a horn crooked 
in E♭  and the keys of the piece 
Likewise, E♭ major and B♭ minor have important overlapping notes, though they 
are conventionally thought of as distant keys. As seen in Figure 3, the 6th and 12th partials 
of an E flat horn are the tonic note in B flat minor, while the 8th and 16th partials are the 
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fourth and the 9th is the fifth. Though the key is distant from the tonic, the shared pitches 
retain a strong connection between the keys and allow the horn to have a melodic role in 
the section. 
 Finally, the key of G♭ major, which occurs appears substantially in the final 
section of the piece and also for a short time in the opening section, shares open pitches 
with the tonic E♭ major as well. Figure 3 shows that in G♭ major, the global tonic chord’s 
third is the open partials 6 and 12 (B♭); the sixth scale degree is the horn’s open partials 
4, 8, and 16 (E♭); while the 9th partial (F) is the leading tone. Through these common 
notes between keys, the horn is able to support the changed tonality and take part in 
melodic playing in this new tonal area. 
 Brahms employs the overlapping open notes in structurally significant ways in 
each of the main keys. In the opening E♭ section, when the horn plays the opening theme 
(Example 1) the main pitches are open notes (6th, 8th, 9th, and 10th partials) with closed 
half steps ornamenting these pitches.  
       
 
Example 1: Horn Trio, 1st mvmt., mm. 8–16, Opening horn statement 
 
0
0 + 0 0
0 0 0 + + + 0 + + 0 + + 0 0 0 0
6th            9th            9th     9th    10th 9th   9th                                  6th                         6th                       6th  8th  8th        9th
m. 8
    V         V7               V65          V
4
3                    V
4
2      I
6
                I  V
                                                   
                                                  
  43 
The middle of the theme, mm. 11–13, features the closed note C5 on three downbeats, but 
this emphasis is surrounded by the emphasis on open B♭4, E♭5 and F5 at the beginning 
and end of the theme. This writing typifies natural horn writing – most of the important 
notes are open, while the closed notes support the open notes.  
 
 
Example 2: Horn Trio, 1st mvmt., mm. 37–55, overlapping open notes in G♭  major 
 
m. 37
m. 44
m. 51
E at:     V               iv
             G at:  ii  I64  I  I     IV      I
6
4
V7/vi  vi                viio6  vi64  V7/vi  vi7  iii7
V42  I6            V/ E at
12th                                                                                                   9th             12th
12th                12th         12th              9th
9th          8th               8th           7th                                     7th                 
6th
  0                          +       +                           +                 +                         0                        +                           +                            +  
+        0             0          +
0           +             +        0              +        +             +       0                                  +                           +                         +                 +         0             0         +
0                     0                          0                     0                 +                   0           +         +                  +              +                  0
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This opening section does not remain in E♭ major, and with a strongly 
emphasized move to ♭III, the piece shifts to G♭ major in m. 38. In earlier pieces with the 
natural horn, it would be expected that the horn would be left out or play only a 
supportive role with such a shift in tonality. However, the use of the overlapping open 
notes allows the horn to participate melodically (Example 2). The horn states the melody 
in canon with the violin starting in m. 37, and then moves in thirds with the violin in mm. 
43–55.  
The horn plays more stopped notes in this melody, but the open 12th harmonic – 
B♭5 – is an anchor throughout. The horn starts the melody in m. 37 on this B♭5, as well as 
the phrase beginning in m. 47. Likewise, the half step motion featured in m. 43–45 
revolves around this B♭5. As this section fades away, moving back to E♭ major, the 
horn’s motives also feature partials 7, 8, and 9 (D♭5, E♭5, and F5). In this first A section, 
the horn part functions as a vital melodic instrument throughout the shift from E♭ major 
to G♭ major and back, by continuing to emphasize the 12th partial, B♭5, in the G♭ major 
section, and playing melodies revolving around the 6th, 7th, 8th, 9th, and 10th partials in the 
E♭ major sections. 
 These common open notes allow the horn to take part in the second main section 
of the piece, as the time signature moves to 9/8 in m. 77. It first appears that the horn part 
may conform to natural horn writing from earlier eras and will take only a secondary role 
in the new section, since the horn’s first two entrances are short supportive sub-phrases 
under the violin melody in mm. 79–82.  However, the horn quickly swells into a 
prominent line in the pick-up to m. 83. In both the supportive phrases and this melodic 
phrase, the horn line features open notes (Example 3). The two sub-phrases move from 
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the 8th partial (E♭5) to the 6th partial (B♭4), with a closed D5 as a passing tone. The phrase 
beginning at m. 83 consists of open notes except for its final note: the line soars through 
two octaves of G (partials 5 and 10) and B♭ (partials 6 and 12), and moves through an 
E♭5 (partial 8), ending on a closed D5. The horn iterates a few more supportive sub-
phrases with open partials and closed half-steps in the following measures (mm. 95– 
101), before becoming melodically important again at m. 104 through the end of this 
section at m. 130. The horn emphasizes the half cadence at m. 104 with an octave jump 
between two open notes – the 5th and 10th partials (G4 and G5). As the horn takes the 
prominent melodic role, the part switches between closed and stopped notes, first with 
partials 10, 8, and 9 in the movement towards the V chord in m. 109 and then 
emphasizing the 12th partial at the phrases high point in m. 111–113.  
 
 
Example 3: Horn Trio, 1st mvmt., mm. 77–85, Open melodic horn line in G minor 
8th          6th
8th                  6th           
             5th          6th  10th      12th                          10th         8th
0        +              0
0        +          0           +            0      0             0   0       0                      0                   0                    +
m. 77
m. 81
gm:      iv             III                  N               VI
   N6                      VI   i6                      iv  V
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As this line descends, the horn arrives on the 6th partial over a G minor tonic on the 
downbeat of m. 117, and again on the downbeat of m. 121. In m. 121, the horn line 
echoes the soaring line of mm. 82–85, this time moving through partials 6, 10, and 12. 
Despite shifting to the key of G minor, the B section features the horn with sweeping 
melodic phrases featuring the open partials 5, 6, 8, 9, and 10. 
   
 
Example 4: Horn Trio, 1st mvmt., mm. 151–166, Main theme with high harmonics 
The second E-flat major A section (mm. 131–166) is shorter than the first, but it features 
more variation of the theme, more use of closed half steps, and a higher range. The 
reappearance of the opening theme is signaled by the horn. The violin joins the horn in 
measure 139 for a second statement which decorates the melody with half-steps in eighth 
+   0    +          +     0        +      +                   0      0         0                    +      0        0                     0      +         +                    0      +       +                     0      +        0                  +     0
0                 +   0       0                 0     0        0
m. 151
m. 159
10th  12th         12th  12th                      12th   12th    10th                      
10th   8th          8th                    8th
8th    8th    8th              6th 4th    6th
V65  V
4
3  I6  V/IV  vi7  vi6              iv6  iv  I6
i6  i         V4  V3  I  I           i     i
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notes, emphasizing the open notes with their closed neighbors. This section also pushes 
the horn higher in range and correspondingly, partials. The last statement of this theme in 
this section has the horn reaching the 13th partial (C6) in m. 154 (Example 4). This 
increase in range is notable since the higher the partial, the more open notes occur near it 
– the high point of this phrase is on the open notes B♭5 and C6 (partials 12 and 13). 
Though this A section is shorter than the first, an emotional peak is prompted by the horn 
part entering its upper range and, with it, a more thoroughly open timbre. 
 
 
Example 5: Horn Trio, 1st mvmt., mm. 167–178, Open horn line in B♭ minor 
m. 167
m. 171
m. 175
+          0           0
+          0            0             0               0              0      0        0          +
0        0                0  +
9th 7th
9th 7th   6th  6th 7th     9th   12th
9th     7th         12th
B at minor: iv   III      N                 VI
N6    VI   i6    iv7
   V  III  VI    iv   V
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When the B section returns, now in B♭ minor, the horn participates in the melody 
as it did in the earlier B section. In the melodic swell of mm. 172–175, this time it 
traverses the open partials 6, 7, 9 and 12. Here, the key is neither the tonic of E♭ or the 
key a third away, G minor. However, the overlap in open notes allows the horn to 
continue to function as a melodic instrument throughout this section, moving through 
open partials 6, 7, 8, 9, 10 and 11 (Example 5). Though the key is distant from the tonic, 
the shared pitches retain a strong connection which is emphasized by the open notes of 
the natural horn part. 
When the final A section begins at m. 200, the transposition of material from E♭ 
major to the local tonic of G♭ major results in a shift in the relationship between the open 
and closed notes of the theme. Whereas the E♭ statements began open with closed half 
steps and emphasized closed notes in the middle of the theme, the G♭ statement starts 
mostly closed, with open neighbor tones, an open middle section, and a closed ending 
(Example 6). This reversal emphasizes the lack of closure related to the G♭ major key – 
the arrival is an incomplete return to the opening material; it defies both a return to the E♭ 
major tonic and reverses the open to closed relationship. 
 
Example 6: Horn Trio, 1st mvmt., mm. 200–207, Return of opening theme in G 
0    +        0   +      +      0    +      +       0   0       0      0    0      0       0    0       0      0    +     +       +
7th 10th     12th        9th 8th 8th  7th 8th 8th  7th 8th  8th  7th
G at Major:    V7 V65   V
4
3      V
4
2        I6          I             V7  V
m. 200
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Example 7: Horn Trio, 1st mvmt., mm. 249–266, Switch to moving from closed to 
open notes at end of movement 
 
Interestingly, the horn does not state the theme once E♭ major does arrive in m. 234, as 
all three instruments state sequenced fragments of the theme from m. 220 to the end. 
However, this section does change the relationship between open and closed notes; as 
seen in Example 7, as the eighth note pattern switches between m. 252 and m. 253. 
Before m. 253, the open note decorates the closed note, while from mm. 253–254, the 
eighth note pattern switches back to moving from an ornamental closed note to an open 
note. In m. 255 through the end of the piece, however, the eighth note pattern moves 
between A5 and B♭5. These two notes are played open – though the A is not a note of the 
harmonic series, it must be played with the hand out of the bell to lower the pitch enough 
m. 249
m. 257
+               +            0         +          0       +         +      0  +        0                       0     0         0     0
 0          0                     0     0        0           0             0       0      0  0                         0          0              0      0
*Switch to +/0          *Switch to 0/0
10th                 10th       10th  9th           12th     12th
12th     8th   12th   12th     8th                  12th     12th  12th                  8th           8th  8th
E at Major:    I  I  I  V64  I
6       viio/V  V64  V
I  I  I  I  I I      I  I             I
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to be in tune. Thus, the movement ends by moving between the only half-step pattern 
between open notes. 
It is clear that Brahms strategically uses keys that share structurally important 
open notes in order to enable the natural horn to function melodically in multiple keys; on 
a smaller scale, he uses similar techniques to allow the horn to continue to play through 
chromatic harmonies and unstable areas. Analysis of four specific locations will 
demonstrate how Brahms placed the horn on open notes above chromatic harmonies. 
When the horn enters in m. 79 in the G minor section (Example 8), it is with a Neapolitan 
chord.  
 
Example 8: Horn Trio, 1st mvmt., mm. 77–85, open horn notes above chromatic 
harmonies in G minor 
 
This melody is also supported by VI chords and viiº/ VI chords before moving from i6 to 
iv7 to finally V. Just as keys share common open notes, these chromatic chords include 
          
                             
                                                   
0        +              0
0        +          0           +            0      0             0   0       0                      0                   0                    +
G minor:  iv      III                N   viio/VI VI6     VI
N6                  VI      viio/VI              VI6                 VI  i6                 iv7        iv   
m. 77
m. 81
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open tones. The Neapolitan chord in G minor (A♭-C-E♭) involves the horn’s open E♭5 
(partial 8) in measures 79 and 81. Likewise, the iv7 chord’s seventh is played by the horn 
with its B♭5 (partial 12) in m. 84. The horn plays a closed D5 over both the viiº/ VI chords 
in m. 80 and 82 and the final V chord in m. 85. The horn plays a similar passage in the 
same place in the B♭ minor section; the harmony is almost identical to that in the G 
minor section, and the horn plays the same melody, though a minor third higher 
(Example 9). In this instance, the horn plays a closed G♭5 with the N chords in m. 169 
and 171, and open notes F5 and D♭5 with viiº/ VI and VI chords, respectively, in m. 170 
and 172. The horn then plays both B♭4 and D♭5 (partials 6 and 7) over the i6 chord in m. 
173, B♭5 (partial 12) over the iv7 chord in m. 174, and ends open with and F5 over V in 
m. 175. Brahms employs the same technique in the first and second B sections, using 
open horn notes above chromatic harmonies. However, Brahms switches the open notes 
from G minor to B♭ minor – the chords that had an open note in G minor now have a 
closed note, and vice versa. 
As the tension and harmonic complexity of the B♭ minor section increase, the 
horn continues to play an important melodic role. Transitional section mm. 179–184 
tonicize F♯ minor and D minor before moving back to B♭ minor. The horn accompanies 
viiº4/3 and viiº/VI and viiº/ F♯ with stopped notes, but plays G5, F5, E♭5, and D♭5 (partials 
10, 9, 8 and 7) over V7 and i in the D minor area (Example 10).  
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Example 9: Horn Trio, 1st mvmt., mm. 167–175, open horn notes 
above chromatic harmonies in B♭  minor 
 
Example 10: Horn Trio, 1st mvmt., mm. 178–186, open horn notes in unstable region 
m. 171
+          0            0
+           0                    0              0               0              0      0         0              +                 0
B at minor:  iv   III   N             viio/VI               VI6                 VI
N6            viio/VI             VI6                VI   i6             iv7                     V
m. 167
+ 0           +      +                 0            +        0               +        +                      +                    0
0                          0           0                    0  0           0     0         +                        0
B at Minor:          V    viio7       i6        viio7/ VI     VI6   viio7/ F#  viio7/ F#           bvi (#v)       V7/D
#iii             V7  i    iv        V        V                i
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The horn continues to play in a similarly transitional passage later in the piece, as the 
tonality shifts from G♭ major to E♭ major from mm. 220–233 (Example 11). As the 
harmony moves from inversions of G♭: V7, to inversions of A (♭III): V7, B (iv): V7, and 
D (vii): V7, the horn plays various ascending lines, contributing to the increase of tension 
in the section while the violin plays upward chromatic eighth notes and the piano slides 
downward. The horn’s first line in mm. 220–222, over dominant sevenths in G♭, starts 
and ends on the open F5 (partial 9), which is the third of the chord.  
 
 
Example 11: Horn Trio, 1st mvmt., mm. 220–233, Open horn notes over  
applied dominants 
 
0          +              +            +      0
+ 0 + 0
0     + +                       +           0          0         +              0                 +
G at major:            V7       V7              V7      vi7     V7/iv 
V7/biii                   V7/iv                    V7/VI
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The following line in mm. 224–226, over V/ iv chords, moves through B♭5 and D♭6 
(partials 12 and 14), the third and fifth of the chord. Starting in m. 228, the next horn 
phrase also begins on an open B♭5 over a V/iv, while the final phrase in this transitory 
section (m. 231-233) moves through the open pitches of D♭6, D6 and B♭5 (partials 14, 15 
and 12) as the harmony shifts from tonicizing iv (B) to ♭III (A) to VI (E♭). In m. 231, 
D♭6 - enharmonically C♯6 - is the third of the B: vii°7, in m. 232, D6 is the seventh of A: 
V7, and B♭5 is the seventh of E♭: V7. Brahms continues to use the horn in harmonically 
complex and unstable areas by using open horn notes that are part of these chromatic 
chords. 
Brahms creates continuity through the various sections of this movement and his 
use of the natural horn in these sections through an emphasis both with melody and 
harmony related by thirds. The violin and horn often move melodically together in thirds. 
In the first short G♭ major section starting at m. 38, the horn and violin first enter 
canonically, but then join rhythmically together in m. 43. The horn begins on an open 
B♭5 (partial 12), moving through closed neighbor tones to that B♭5. The violin, at the 
same time, begins on a G♭5 – the tonic note that the horn cannot play open (Example 12). 
The arrangement is the same at the next paired entrance at m. 47, with the horn playing 
the third of the tonic chord, the open B♭5, while the violin takes the root of the chord. In 
the first B section, the horn and violin join briefly in thirds in m. 84 over a iv7 chord – the 
horn moves through three open partials – B♭5, G5, and E♭5, the seventh, fifth, and third of 
the chord. The violin moves through the fifth, third, and root of the chord – the root of 
this chord being the only note the horn would not play open (Example 13).  
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Example 12: Horn Trio, 1st mvmt., mm. 37–55, horn and violin movement in thirds 
 
Example 13: Horn Trio, 1st mvmt., mm. 81–85, horn and violin pairing in thirds 
m. 37
m. 44
m. 51
0                 +    +                +            +             0               +                  +           +       + 0                +
0         +               0         +     +         +                    0               +  +                 +            +     0         0     +
0 0           0                  0              +               
0 +       +             +             +               0
E at major:  V     iv
  G at major: i  I  I  I  IV     I
    V7/vi         vi   viio6  vi  V7/vi  vi7  iii7
V7      I6     V/VI
m. 81
0        0                     0           0                 0     0            0      0             0                 0       +
G minor:               N6               VI  viio/VI  VI  i6    iv7   V
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Example 14: Horn Trio, 1st mvmt., mm. 111–128, horn and violin moving in thirds, 
horn stopped notes taking part in chromaticism 
 
The short pairing presages an extended pairing in this same section – the two 
instruments move in thirds throughout much of mm. 111–127, but with a different 
0 +   0  +            +               0
+      +                 0         0                    0                    0
+    +            0            +              0        0 0     +                      0                    +
+                  0                 +             +
G minor:           VI6        viio7/ VI                    vi      V7/#III  #III  V     i    iv7
V              i               V                i      V               i
V              i              V                i  iv               i
V   i   V
  57 
relationship (Example 14). The horn begins and ends the phrase from mm. 111–117 on 
open notes, but moves through mostly stopped notes between these two B♭ partials. The 
horn is actively taking part in the chromatic nature of this section, playing a stopped C♭5 
in m. 112, which is the seventh of the viiº7/VI chord and a stopped G♭5 from m. 113 to 
114 over a V7/♯III chord and its resolution to ♯iii, functioning first as the root of the V7 
chord and then the fifth of the eventual ♯iii. In this instance, the violin moving in thirds 
enriches the color of the section, so that the sound of the stopped horn blends into that of 
the violin. 
The form of this movement is defined by third relationships between keys. The 
main keys of this movement are related by thirds – both the move from E♭ to G minor 
from A to B, but also between the B sections from G minor to B♭ minor as well as 
between E♭ major and G♭ major in the final A section. It is this connection between keys 
that creates the common open tones – in G minor, the open notes for the third in E♭ major 
are now tonic tones, and similarly the open notes for the fifth in E♭ become the third in G 
minor. The overlap with G♭ major works similarly, though without sharing the tonic of 
G♭ – here the fifth of E♭ becomes the third in G♭, and the tonic in E♭ becomes the sixth 
in G♭. These common tones allow the horn to play with chromatic harmonies as well, as 
the horn will often play the one available open possibility over such a harmony. 
Likewise, the third relationships continue on a local level with the horn and violin often 
playing melodies in thirds, which places the horn on open tones while the violin plays 
notes the horn would play closed. Through these techniques, Brahms uses the horn in an 
idiomatic manner with chromatic harmony. 
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 The second and fourth movements of the Trio feature horn parts reminiscent of 
the hunting horn style. As a result, it may be expected that the horn part in these 
movements would involve less harmonically rich writing. Brahms thwarts this 
expectation by continuing to use the horn melodically in chromatically related keys and 
in harmonically complex areas. The second movement is a scherzo/ trio, beginning in E♭ 
major and featuring a section in B major, with its trio in A♭ minor, as seen in Figure 4. 
As discussed in the Chapter 2, Silberman notes that the B major and A♭ minor sections 
contain more stopped notes than the E♭ major sections. Brahms continues to use 
prominent shared open notes to link the sections and feature the horn part, however. 
Scherzo (A): a  mm. 1– 96  E♭  major 
b mm. 97–162  C♭ /B major 
a’ mm. 163–286  E♭  major 
   Trio (B):  mm. 287–362  A♭  minor 
Figure 4: Second movement form and keys 
 In the opening section of this movement, the horn part features mostly open notes, yet 
the harmony supporting these pitches is densely chromatic. The horn part (mm.13–48) 
features nearly all open notes with sporadic use of the stopped notes D5 and G♭5. In 
earlier natural horn writing, the accompaniment to these open pitches would likely 
emphasize tonic, dominant, and subdominant harmonies. Brahms, however, brings the 
horn in on a major mediant chord (III featuring B natural rather than B flat), with the horn 
playing its open G5 as the root of the chord (Example 15). Likewise, the horn plays an 
open G5, the 10th harmonic, as the fifth of a V/ii chord, an open F5, the 9th harmonic, as 
the root of a V/V chord, and an open B♭5, the 12th harmonic, as the root of a V7 chord. 
After repeated E♭5 in the horn and violin above I, V, ii, and IV in the piano, the harmony 
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remains chromatic, and the horn remains vitally involved. The closed G♭5 in m. 25 and 
m. 29 shift the mode of the tonic chord to minor, the horn plays an open F5 as the third of 
D♭ major chord in m. 26 and 30, and the horn’s open E♭5 is the tonic note in a French 
sixth chord in m. 27 and 31 (Example 16). The chromaticism of this section continues 
with minor dominant chords and French sixth and dominant chords applied to V. The 
horn continues to take part, playing an open F5 as the fifth of the minor dominant chords, 
an open B♭5 as the tonic note of the applied French sixth chords, and an open F5 as the 
root of the V/V chords (Example 17).  
 
 
Example 15: Horn Trio, 2nd mvmt., mm. 9–13, entrance of horn with III 
 
Example 16: Horn Trio, 2nd mvmt., mm. 25–31, horn with chromaticism 
m. 9
E at major:       III          V/ii       V/V            V7                    I
0                          0         0          0                0           0         0
+           0            0                     0    0    0         +                 0                 0
E at major:        i  V/bIII       Fr6           V               i    V/bIII   Fr6
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Example 17: Horn Trio, 2nd mvmt., mm. 32–41, horn with chromaticism 
The following section (mm. 49–60) features a dominant pedal in the bass of the piano for 
twelve measures, and an ascending quarter note line in the right hand of the piano and 
long notes in the horn and violin. The horn again features mostly open notes, except for 
the prominent A♮4 in m. 52 and m. 53; the piano line also includes A♮. The horn states a 
soaring melody over inversions of ♭III and V in mm. 61 – 68; Silberman refers to this G♭ 
major melody as one that consists of closed notes in contrast to the open note melody of 
m. 13. The melody, however, does not consist solely of closed notes, and in fact has open 
notes on almost all of the downbeats (Example 18). The horn melody begins on an open 
D♭5, the 7th harmonic, which is the fifth of the ♭III chord, and then moves to the root of 
the ♭III chord in the next measure with a closed G♭5. The horn then soars to the 12th 
partial with an open B♭5, moves to a closed G♭5, and open F5, and a closed E5, all over 
inversions on ♭III. In mm. 65–68, while the piano plays V and V7/V chords, the horn 
plays three open notes – F5, B♭4, and F5, or the 9th and 6th harmonic – before ending on a 
closed C5, the fifth of the V7/V chord, in m. 68. This horn melody and its harmony are 
then repeated in mm. 69–77, with the violin adding activity in quarter notes above the 
horn part. This time, however, instead of ending on a closed note, the horn moves one 
m. 32
0     0    0             0                                 +  0              0   0   0              0             +   0     0                  0             0            0
E at major:  V        v  IV             Fr6/V        V/V                        v          IV
Fr6/V         Fr6/V  V/V
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note past the closed C5 to end on an open B♭4, the 6th harmonic, in m. 77, with that B♭4 
functioning as the root of the V7 chord. The horn emphasizes the shared open notes 
between the E♭ crook and the G♭ major scale in the melody of this section. 
 
 
Example 18: Horn Trio, 2nd mvmt., mm. 61–68, Horn melody over ♭III 
 
Example 19: Horn Trio, 2nd mvmt., mm. 121–137, Horn line over B major anchored 
by open E flats 
 
m. 61
0             +                            0                +         0             +             0          0                         0  +
E at major:      bIII               bIII    bIII  bIII V                   V  V7/V            V7/V
m. 121
0      +       +       +      +      +         +      0       +            0       +     0                        +      +       +
+                  +            0       +     0                     +            +       +     +         +       +    +
B major:              I  IV               I  I                   V7     V7  I          I       I
m. 129
IV                 I     I  IV       IV      I            I
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With the return to E♭ major in m. 81, the horn plays another open melody in 
sixths with the violin – from mm. 81–89, the only closed notes are the A♭5 at the end of 
m. 81 and in m. 86. This section corresponds to the expected hunting horn simplicity – 
tonic, subdominant and dominant chords, as is expected in a closing-type section. The 
harmony then shifts as it moves towards B major, yet the horn continues to play the 
melody, now mostly stopped and in unison with the violin (Example 19). B major, the 
enharmonic equivalent of C♭ major, is ♭VI of E♭ major, and again shares open notes with 
E♭ major, though less than the other keys discussed (see Figure 3 from first movement 
discussion). The open E♭5 is the third of C♭ major and the open B♭5 is the seventh. 
Brahms combines the use of the shared open E♭ and the pairing of the horn and violin in 
thirds to enable the horn to play melodically throughout this B major section. From mm. 
121–135, the horn and violin move in thirds. Though the horn part is mostly stopped, the 
horn’s line revolves around the open E♭5 pitch. The first note in m. 121, 127, and 131 are 
E♭5, the 8th harmonic, and thus the horn part starts on this open pitch and uses it as an 
anchor throughout the melody. The E♭5/D♯5 happens above a I chord each time, 
functioning as the third of the chord while the violin and piano play the root and fifth. 
Even in a key with minimal overlap in open notes, this open E♭ allows the horn to 
function as a melodic instrument. Silberman is correct in asserting that this section 
contains more closed notes and hence has a darker and more subdued feeling. However, 
his argument fails to account for the way this “closed” section is anchored by the open 
E♭. 
The return of the A section of the Scherzo at m. 163 begins again with the striking 
entrance of the horn with the major mediant chord, as it did in the opening. This 
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repetition begins to differ from the original in m. 193, as the horn plays a closed A♭ over 
a V7 pedal, moving then to a tonic pedal. Whereas the earlier section moved from a 
dominant pedal to a section in ♭III, this closing section moves to the tonic. The horn, 
however, plays a mostly stopped melody, moving from closed A♭5 to D5 and A♮4 
(Example 20), despite being in E♭ major. This melody references the horn’s closed 
melody of the earlier ♭III section (mm. 61–77), but whereas the original melody started 
with a leap upwards, this melody moves downwards. The harmony then emphasizes the 
Neapolitan starting in m. 231, and moves to the dominant of the Neapolitan (C♭, which is 
♭VI in relation to the global tonic, E♭) in m. 235. The horn intersperses a legato, mostly 
open melody in m. 235, between percussive accents in the violin and piano, playing an 
open E♭5 that is the third of the V/♭II chord. G♭ (♭III) chords return briefly in mm. 251–
254, as the horn again features a connected line contrasting with the accented notes of the 
previous measures; this melody, like the earlier G♭ melody features closed G♭5 and F♭5 
and open Db5, B♭5, and E♭5 (Example 21). E♭ major reasserts itself strongly at m. 262, as 
the horn and violin arpeggiate dominant and tonic chords, and the section ends with 
seven measures of tonic chords.  
 
Example 20: Horn Trio, 2nd mvmt., mm. 199 – 206, closed horn melody over I 
m. 199
+          +            0              +     +        0      +        0
E at major:   I
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Example 21: Horn Trio, 2nd mvmt., mm. 251 – 255, Horn melody over ♭III 
The A♭ minor trio of the second movement is labeled by Silberman as a mostly 
closed key; while this is true, and the horn uses predominantly closed notes in this 
section, the open notes that the E♭ crook and A♭ minor have in common are used in 
structurally important ways here, as well. In addition, the open D♭, not present in the key 
of E♭ major but present in the key of A♭ minor, is employed in this key. As seen in 
Example 22, the opening section of the Trio features open notes at the beginning of 
phrases: the horn starts the phrase on the 8th harmonic, the open E♭5, and the first 
subphrase ends on the open D♭5 in m. 290. Likewise, the next subphrase starts on a 
closed F♭5, but ends on an open E♭5 in m. 294 which then pushes up to an open B♭5 in m. 
295. Closed notes are more prominent here, occurring on multiple downbeats and as the 
high point of the section with a closed A♭5 as the downbeat of m. 297, but the shared 
open notes are the structural anchor of this section. The most striking example of this is 
the horn’s entrance at m. 307 with an open B♭5 (12th harmonic), moving to an open F♮5 
(9th harmonic) over V7/V chords in mm. 309–310 and an open E♭5 (8th harmonic) in m. 
311 over a V7 chord (Example 23). This is a remarkable moment – the Trio is more 
subdued than the Scherzo, as a result of both the minor key, the closed notes, and the 
m. 251
0             +    0             +            +      0        0
E at major:    bIII  bIII         bIII  bIII V/N
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melodic line remaining in the middle range. This entrance, however, starts strongly on a 
open high note, leaping out of the subdued texture. Even in this “closed” section, Brahms 
employs shared open notes to expressive and structural effect. 
 
 
Example 22: Horn Trio, 2nd mvmt., mm. 287 – 300, Horn melody in A♭  minor 
anchored by open notes 
 
Example 23: Horn Trio, 2nd mvmt., mm. 307 – 312, Open horn melody in A♭  minor 
m. 287
m. 295
0                +         0       0             +               +      0    +                    0          0         +              +                     +             0                  +
0  +           +         0              +          +          0                   +       0         +             0        0        +          
A at minor:    i  i  iv64  iio
4
2        iv
6
4    V
4
2/V    vi     i
V6/III  v64    V9/V       V7/V  V7               v
6
4                            i
m. 307
0  +     +            0                  0                
0
A at minor:          i             V/iv           v                v       V7/V        V7/V  V7            V/iv
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 Brahms uses the E♭ natural horn through various harmonic areas that share open 
notes through the last two movements of the Trio, as well. The third movement of the 
piece, the slow movement, is the only one not in E♭ major – it is in E♭ minor, a modal 
inflection fitting for an elegy to his mother, as the movement is known to be.102 As a 
result, it presents a juxtaposition of the key of E♭ major, which is the tonic of the piece as 
a whole as well as the crook of the horn, and E♭ minor, the key of this movement. The 
crucial difference, of course, between E♭ major and E♭ minor is the third – an open G♮ 
versus a closed G♭. In fact, both G♮ and G♭ figure prominently in the movement. This is 
also brought out by contrasts between E♭ minor and other major tonalities, including G♭ 
major and B major; and the strategic use of the horn’s closed G♭ in the final chord.  
 The form of this movement is ABA’+coda, with the first A section more tonally 
active than A’. The movement can be categorized according to Figure 5. 
mm. 1 – 10 E♭  minor 
A mm. 11 - 14 G♭  major  
mm. 15 – 18 E♭  minor 
mm. 19 – 24 B♭  minor (canonic entrances) 
mm. 25 G♭  major 
mm. 26 B♭  
 
B mm. 27 – 31 Dbm – AM – F♯m – DM – dm (canonic entrances)  
mm. 33 – 42 E♭  minor canonic entrances 
 
mm. 43 – 52 E♭  minor 
A’ mm. 53 – 56 G♭  major  
mm. 57 – 68 E♭  minor 
 
Coda mm. 69  E♭  major (V/iv)  
mm. 70 – end  E♭  minor 
 
Figure 5: Form and key areas of 3rd movement   
 
                                                
102 See comments in introduction, p. 2. 
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These keys are established to various levels, and G♭ major and B♭ minor have been seen 
in the first movement. As in the first and second movements, the horn plays a leading 
melodic role through these keys. 
 
Example 24: Horn Trio, 3rd mvmt., mm. 5–9, presence of G♮  and G♭  
Pitch classes G♮ and G♭ are incorporated into the melodic material from the 
beginning of the movement. The opening statement of the theme is played together by the 
horn and violin (Example 24), starting with two full measures of parallel movement a 
major third apart in m. 5 and 6. As with the relationship in thirds between these two 
instruments in the B sections of the first movement, this pairing allows the horn to play 
melodically while emphasizing open pitches, as the violin plays the pitches of the chord 
that are not open. The horn starts each measure with B♭5, the 12th harmonic and the fifth 
of the tonic chord, while the violin plays the G♭5, the third of the chord on the same beats 
in m. 5 and 6. G♭5 is a closed note for the horn, and is only played as passing tones in the 
horn line in this section. G♮, however, is present in both the horn and violin line: the horn 
plays the open G♮5, the 10th harmonic, on the fourth eighth note of m. 6, moving from a 
closed G♭5 to a closed A♭5. The violin plays the G♮5 on the downbeat of m. 7 over V42/iv, 
m. 5
0        0    +        +       0     +          0       0     +     0                  +            0        +    0       0                +          +      0      +      +                  0               0                    0
E at minor:      i       i   V42/iv   iv    V
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and in a voice exchange between the horn and violin in the first three beats of the 
measure, the horn plays open G♮5 in the middle of the measure. Even in this opening 
statement of E♭ minor, references to E♭ major remain; they will become more prominent 
as the movement progresses. 
As the tonality emphasizes G♭ major, the horn begins with the 7th harmonic (Db5) 
over a G♭ major chord, and then surround the 9th harmonic, F5, with two closed notes 
(Example 25).  
 
Example 25: Horn Trio, 3rd mvmt., mm. 10 – 14, G flat major section 
Though the root of III is a closed note on the E♭ crook, the 5th and 7th scale degrees are 
open notes, and Brahms employs them here. This short modulation to G♭ major, and the 
parallel occurrence in A’, hint toward the striking change of mode that will occur at the 
climax of the piece.  
In addition to the doubling of the violin and horn in thirds, the instruments play in 
canon in the middle section of the movement. The motive for this canon begins with the 
inversion of the opening interval of the main theme; the descending fourth of m. 5 
becomes an ascending fifth in m. 19. As the canonic motive moves through various local 
m. 10
 0         +        0      +                         +
G at major:   I                    I               V42/IV            IV
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keys, the horn part becomes more closed. The horn initiates the canon in the tonic key, 
allowing this first statement to be predominantly open: it emphasizes the open notes of 
E♭ minor, moving through only one closed note, G♭5, in the two measure statement 
(Example 26). In m. 21, the violin imitates at the fifth above. The horn’s accompaniment 
to the violin line in m. 21 and 22 includes more closed notes, with multiple G♭5s and D♮s. 
The horn finishes this section with arpeggios of the E♭ minor chord; though the horn 
plays closed G♭ in two octaves, the arpeggio begins and ends on the fifth, the open B♭. In 
this opening section of the canon, the horn part remains mostly open with multiple 
occurrence of closed G♭, and thus continues to emphasize E♭ minor. 
 
 
Example 26: Horn Trio, 3rd mvmt., mm. 9–15, Horn part at beginning of canonic 
passage, consisting of open notes and closed G flats 
 
 
m. 9
m. 13
0    0     +     0    0     0           0     0   0     0    0    0                +    0     +            0        +      0    +     0           0
0                    0          0                 0    0       +   0    0   0    0   0   0    0   +   0   0
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The slow movement’s B section, beginning at m. 27, continues the canonic 
entrances between the horn and violin, with each entrance happening a third lower; the 
horn continues to play melodically in this harmonically unstable section (Example 27). 
From m. 27 through 31, each measure emphasizes chord a third away, from D♭ minor in 
m. 27 to A major in m. 28, followed by F♯ minor in m. 29 and D major in m. 30. The 
next measures change the type of D chord to minor and finally to a D diminished seventh 
chord in 32 which leads back to E♭ minor in the following measure.  
 
 
Example 27: Horn Trio, 3rd mvmt., mm. 27–31, closed horn notes over  
modulatory harmony 
 
Brahms uses the horn throughout this unstable region as an equal melodic partner to the 
violin in this section. The horn’s entrance in m. 27 begins on the open 7th harmonic over 
the D♭ minor chord; unlike the horn’s statement in m. 19, however, D♭5 and B♭♭5, are 
the only open notes in mm. 27–28, as the others - A♭5, F♭5, and G♭5 - are all closed. The 
next horn entrance, in m. 29, begins on closed G♭4, here the enharmonic root of the F♯ 
minor chord. Again, the phrase consists of all closed notes except the 7th harmonic, D♭5, 
here played on the second and fourth eighth notes of the measure. Whereas Brahms uses 
m. 27
0     +     0         +       0    +              +    +                 +    0      +        0         +    +             +    +                 +        +    0             +
D at Minor       A Major      F# Minor  D Major         D minor
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common open notes between key areas to anchor the horn part in various chords, in this 
unstable area, the part uses an increased amount of stopped notes. This change in color 
enhances the tension of the section, contrasting the open notes of the earlier sections with 
the brassier sounds of the closed notes. 
As the canonic process begins to fragment in m. 30 and following into four note 
segments, the horn plays two more mainly closed iterations – starting on closed A4, and 
moving through closed D5 and open E♭5. As the harmony moves from viiº7 to i6 in m. 33, 
however, the horn returns to playing open notes. The section has not yet settled 
harmonically or rhythmically as the canonic fragments enter over the piano’s constant 
sixteenth notes; yet the appearance of tonic and the return of the horn to mostly open 
pitches signals the imminent progress back to calmness. The horn plays three fragments 
of the canon phrases in mm. 32–34 (Example 28). The first moves only through open 
notes, from the 6th harmonic, B♭4, to the 7th, 9th, and 8th (Db5, F5, E♭5), while the second 
begins on the 8th harmonic and reaches the 10th harmonic on the downbeat of m. 34, with 
closed G♭5 and A5 before and after the downbeat. Finally, the horn moves towards a 
climax with the pickups to m. 35; with an open 12th and 9th harmonic, the horn arrives on 
closed G♭5 on the downbeat of m. 35 over a i chord. Moving to an open 9th harmonic on 
the second half of the measure, the climax is averted in m. 36 as the horn played a closed 
D5 as part of a viiº7. Canonic entrances move downward as the B section fades away into 
the return of the A section. The horn’s fragments are identical to those in mm. 32–34, 
except with the second fragment descending rather than ascending. As the piano moves 
from viiº7/ III to V in measures 40 and 41, the violin drops out and leaves the horn to play 
the half step from open (lipped down) C♭4 to the 3rd harmonic, B♭3. 
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Example 28: Horn Trio, 3rd mvmt., mm. 32 – 39, Canonic entrances 
The A’ section proceeds identically to the first section until after the G♭ diversion. 
Whereas the A section moved into canonic entrances between the horn and violin, 
starting in m. 59 the horn and violin state the theme together (Example 29). The horn 
plays almost exclusively open notes in these measures – starting on the 6th harmonic, B♭4, 
and moving through the 8th, 9th, 10th, and 12th harmonics before moving to a closed D5 on 
the last eighth of m. 60. This pairing of the horn and violin features some movement in 
m. 32
m. 34
m. 37
0             0                 0            0            0            +                  0             0                                            0            0
+      0               +                0            0                 0            0     0            +
0              +     0            0
viio65    i6          viio
6
5/V
  i     viio65              i6
v6          VI       V
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thirds, reminiscent of that pairing in the first movement, here between the instruments in 
the middle of m. 59 and the downbeat of 60. The two instruments, along with the piano, 
state scale degree 5 – the horn’s open 6th harmonic - in unison on the downbeat of m. 59. 
This unison note emphasizes the dominant for these two measures. However, the G♮ is 
present in both the horn and violin parts, strongly suggesting a tilt toward a major tonic 
harmony.  
 
 
Example 29: Horn Trio, 3rd mvmt., mm. 59–61, Pairing of horn and violin,  
open horn notes 
 
Example 30: Horn Trio, 3rd mvmt., mm. 63–65, pairing of horn and violin,  
stopped horn notes 
 
A second, similar pairing is presented in mm. 63–64 (Example 30). The horn and 
violin exchange melodic lines here, and the horn plays mostly stopped notes, starting 
m. 59
0     0     0       0           0           0        0     0       +          +
E at minor:  V        V   
m. 63
+      +     +      0      0            0        +      +               +
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with a closed C5 and A4 before moving to open 9th and 10th harmonics, and moving back 
to the closed C5 and A4. Even the 9th harmonic is played slightly closed to lower this 
naturally sharp harmonic. As both Elliot and Silberman note, Brahms employs the closed 
notes of the horn to attain a pianissimo dynamic that can match the violin. However, this 
instrumentation is related to Brahms’s use of the horn in harmonically complex areas and 
in the earlier canonic section. In that earlier section, the horn shifted from statements 
featuring mostly open notes to mostly closed notes as well. Whereas the climax was 
denied in the B section, the intensity quickly builds, almost exclusively in the piano, after 
this pianissimo statement to the climax of the movement. All three instruments land on a 
forte E♭ major chord on the downbeat of m. 69 (Example 31). The horn plays almost all 
open notes in the following nine measures, outlining the notes of the E♭ major chord. 
However, just as earlier E♭ minor sections included hints of E♭ major, this E♭ major 
section is not without its minor shadings. F♭ features prominently in mm. 69–73, 
functioning both as a neighbor tone to E♭ and more importantly as the Neapolitan, a 
chord whose use in the classical era connects it more to the minor rather than major 
mode. 
The downbeat of m. 73 is an E♭ major chord, and the horn and violin arpeggiate 
the chord through the measure to the true climax of the piece, on the downbeat of m. 74 
(Example 32). The horn and violin land on E♭s at the top of their range, the horn on its 
sixteenth harmonic, E♭6. The horn and violin soar through octave statements of E♭s and 
B♭s in mm. 74 - 75, yet the piano plays G♭ on the downbeat of m. 74 and throughout 
these two measures. Thus the climax occurs as the horn plays the open notes shared 
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between E♭ major and E♭ minor – the root and fifth. The piano provides the change in 
modality with the G♭, which shifts the climax from triumphant to heart-breaking.  
 
 
Example 31: Horn Trio, 3rd mvmt., mm. 69–71, arrival of E♭  major 
 
Example 32: Horn Trio, 3rd mvmt., mm. 73–76, Climax in E♭  minor 
Though the piece ends in E♭ minor, the piano provides a short harmonic digression 
before settling into the tonic key. The rhythm of m. 77 harkens back to the piano’s 
opening measure. However, here the harmony shifts from a i64 chord in m. 77 to a B 
major chord in m. 78. This final shift to the major mode connects to the B major section 
of the second movement. The bass line of the piano moves out of B major through 
m. 69
0           0      +                 0                           0     +                             0
E at minor:   I  III  iv        i         N6  VI
m. 73
0              +      0       +               0  +  +
0 0       0               0        0                      0      0                    0
E at minor:  I  N       i     V  i     V  iv  viio/V
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chromatic neighbor motion downward to A♭ in its bass line, and resolves plagally to E♭ 
in m. 83. The last three measures state E♭ minor chords, each descending in range from 
the previous. In the final chord, the horn is the only instrument to play the third: playing 
closed G♭4 in its middle range (Example 33). The voicing gives the E♭ minor chord a 
ghostly feel – after wavering between major and minor, the horn plays the only note of 
the chord it cannot play open in the final chord. The juxtaposition between the G♮ and G♭ 
is resolved in this final chord in the least definitive way, with the veiled sound of the 
closed horn providing the only modality defining third as the piece fades away. 
 
 
Example 33: Horn Trio, 3rd mvmt., mm. 83 – 87, final chord with  
stopped G♭ in horn 
 
 The fourth movement of the Trio is in the sonata form that analysts find lacking in 
the first movement. In many ways, this movement is what would be expected from a 
conventional sonata form; as seen in Figure 7, the second theme is in the dominant in the 
exposition. However, this movement is also the culmination of the previous movements, 
and its harmonic areas summarize the harmonic movement throughout the piece, in both 
Brahms’s use of mediant relationships and modal mixture. The structure of the fourth 
movement is summarized in Figure 7.  
m. 83
E at minor:   i     i  i
+                +                   +
  77 
Exposition 
1st theme  mm. 1-43  E♭  major    I 
Transition  mm. 44 – 60 G♭  major/ G♭  minor  ♭III/♭ iii 
2nd theme  mm. 61 – 98 B♭  major    V 
 
Development  mm. 99 – 168 d minor, B (C♭) major, G♭  minor vii, ♭VI, ♭iii 
 
Recapitulation   
1st theme  mm. 169-211 E♭  major    I 
Transition  mm. 212-228 C♭  major/ C♭  minor   ♭VI, ♭vi 
2nd theme  mm. 229-250 E♭  major    I 
 
Coda   mm. 267-295 E♭  major    I 
 
Figure 6: Form and key areas of 4th movement   
 
The transitional sections emphasize G♭ and C♭ chords, without firmly cadencing in either 
key. These keys are listed, however, because of their prominence in the movement, and 
their relationship to the key areas of earlier movements. 
 
Example 34: Horn Trio, 4th mvmt., mm. 9–12, opening horn statement with 
ascending fourth 
 
The first theme of the movement, stated initially by the violin (mm. 1–8) and then by the 
violin and horn (mm. 9ff), is clearly derived from the hunting call. This call starts with a 
leap of a fourth, which are two open notes in the horn’s E♭ statement of the theme in mm. 
8–9 (Example 34).  This fourth is isolated as a significant motive throughout the 
movement, as well. After the opening statement, for example, the horn and violin state 
m. 9
0       0     0     0     0     0     0          0     0     0     0     0     +        +            0    +            0         +            0      +
ascending fourth
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the fourth first over iii in mm. 17–18, then over tonic harmony in mm. 21–22, V/iii in 
mm. 25–26 and 29–30, and finally a circle of fifths progression in mm. 33–34 (Example 
35). The horn plays a closed D5 moving to open G5 over the iii harmony, and switches 
that arrangement over the V/iii harmony, moving from an open G4 to a closed D5.  
 
 
Example 35: Horn Trio, 4th mvmt., mm. 17–34, fourth motive over  
various harmonies 
 
 At the end of the end of the first theme, there is an arrival on a half cadence (m. 
43) and the beginning of a dominant pedal in the horn and violin (m. 45). This appears to 
m. 17
m. 23
m. 29
+     0   +           0            +   0                   0        0       0          0                 0
0        +           0  +                                0           +                    0
+                0             +       0            +            +          0        +        0
E at major:   iii        iii        I          I
V/iii                                  V/iii
V/iii         V/iii        iii  vi ii V
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be a straightforward transition to the dominant key. However, the piano enters in m. 46 
outlining the ♭III chord, dispelling the inevitability of the dominant. In the following 
measures (mm. 46–52), the dominant and ♭III seem to compete – a dominant pedal 
continues in the horn and lowest voice of the piano, while the violin and upper voices of 
the piano moves through ♭III (Example 36).  
 
Example 36: Horn Trio, 4th mvmt., mm. 42–55, Dominant and ♭III concurrently 
The dominant reasserts itself with a pedal in the horn and violin in m. 53, but the piano 
again interrupts with the ♭III chord. The horn and violin’s B♭3 then slips down to A3, 
moving into six measures of ♭iii, enharmonically spelled as #ii. This modal shift is 
reminiscent of the modal changes in the third movement. Finally, the second theme 
arrives in m. 61 with diminished seventh chords in B♭ major. Though the second theme is 
firmly in B♭ major, the G♭ chord appears again in mm. 75ff, functioning as ♭VI in the 
key of B♭.  
m. 42
m. 49
0
0    +
E at major:                   V       bIII
V  bIII       biii
B at pedal
bIII arpeggiation
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Mediant and submediant harmonies are prominent in the development, as well. 
After a short section emphasizing D chords– both major and minor – the harmony moves 
to a ♭VI chord in m. 112. The violin and horn line, above the repeated B naturals in the 
piano, emphasize the ♭VI, with the horn almost exclusively playing E♭5 (Example 37).  
 
 
Example 37: Horn Trio, 4th mvmt., mm. 112–119, ♭VI in development 
 
The following melodic line (mm. 122–129), this time placed in the piano’s bass clef, 
emphasizes ♭iii; starting at m. 123, the ♭iii harmony is present in four of six measures 
(Example 38).  
m. 112
m. 117
0   +  0                +                   0                   0                 0
+     0   0       0
E at major:  at VI      at VI  at VI
at VI  at VI
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Example 38: Horn Trio, 4th mvmt., mm. 122–129, ♭iii in development 
 
Example 39: Horn Trio, 4th mvmt., mm. 144–151, ♭III at end of development 
The development section cadences on V in m. 143; an extended dominant pedal 
would be expected to then lead to the recapitulation. Instead, Brahms intersperses V 
chords with ♭III chords, recalling the tension between the two chords in the transition of 
the exposition. The horn states its leaping fourth motive from F5 to B♭5 in mm. 145–146; 
the piano outlines the V chord in m. 145, but then outlines the ♭III chord in the following 
measure (Example 39). This then alters the horn’s motive – the next two leaps are 
m. 122
m. 124
0
0
E at major:             at iii
at iii      at iii  at iii
m. 145
0          0  0         0        0         0         0 0            0 0 +         +       +   0        0      0
E at major:    V     at III         at III             at III                i                 viio7/V              V
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between D♭5 and B♭5, also two open notes, over continued ♭III chords in the piano. 
Having fallen from the expected path of dominant pedal, the harmony then moves to a 
minor tonic chord in m. 149 before moving back to the dominant in m. 151. The horn 
then states a lengthened version of the fourths motive from m. 152–153, stating the leap 
from F5 to B♭5 (two open notes) as a dotted quarter and dotted half tied to a dotted 
quarter over the piano again outlining the dominant chord (Example 40). The ♭III 
harmony appears again in the following two measures; the dominant is dispelled again. 
The following chords move even further from the dominant, from a VII chord in mm. 
156–157 to a iii chord in mm. 57–58. Above these chords, the horn moves into 
progressively more closed notes, stating closed A4 to D5 in mm. 156–157. At m. 161, the 
character of the section changes, from lyrical to staccato, as both the horn and piano 
emphasize D. The horn then states its fourth motive between A4 and D5 (closed), B♭4 and 
E♭5 (open), B♭4 and E♮5 (open to closed), and finally B♭4 and F5 (open). Thus the fourth 
motive expands and moves beyond the tonic, but ends on V/V in m. 167, which is 
followed by the dominant and tonic.  
The relationship between the mediant and dominant harmonies in the exposition 
are both moved a fifth in the recapitulation; the result is the pairing of tonic and ♭VI 
harmonies. The pedal established by the horn and violin at the end of the first theme 
material (m. 213) is a tonic pedal, and the piano outlines a ♭VI chord in the following 
measure (Example 41). The next passage then juxtaposes the tonic with the submediant, 
with the tonic pedal in the horn and piano bass, and the ♭VI chord in the violin and upper 
piano parts. A modal shift happens again in m. 223, as the harmony moves to ♭vi.  
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Example 40: Horn Trio, 4th mvmt., mm. 151–162, Second occurrence of mediant 
harmony at end of development 
  
Example 41: Horn Trio, 4th mvmt., mm. 213–228, Tonic and ♭VI concurrently 
m. 151
m. 157
0   0          0             +               +
 0                 +                  0  0   +    0          +
E at major:       V     V  at III          at III
iii          iii                    viio7/D  
m. 213
m. 222
0 0
E at major:  I      at VI  
at VI             at vi
at VI arpeggiation
Tonic pedal
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Example 42: Horn Trio, 4th mvmt., mm. 264–277, ♭VI at climax 
The climax of the movement is reached at the coda with the horn’s high E♭6, the  
16th harmonic, in m. 266, yet the piano outlines the ♭VI chord in the following two 
measures (Example 42). The horn and violin attempt to establish tonic again by  
arpeggiating the chord in m. 269, but the harmony then moves from the dominant back to 
♭VI in mm. 271 and 272. Whereas the previous two struggles between V and ♭III and 
between I and ♭VI had two iterations, this final time there are three. The horn and violin 
arpeggiate the tonic chord again in m. 273, and the expected resolution finally occurs, 
emphasized by three measures of dominant before resolving on I. The fourth motive is 
stated emphatically over the closing material, as the horn iterates repeated open E♭5 to 
B♭4 leaps in mm. 289-292 approaching the final cadence. The remainder of the piece 
contains only dominant and tonic harmonies. 
m. 264
m. 272
E at major: I  V7/IV    at VI  at VI  I V           V7           at VI
at VI              I  V            V7        V V7         V          V7    I
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 The fourth movement, though more conventional than the other movements, is a 
culmination of the key areas of the piece. Within the framework of a sonata form, the 
movement features mediant and submediant relationships, as well as modal mixture. The 
horn’s hunting fourth motive is prominent throughout the movement, from the exposition 
to its alteration at the end of the development, and its enthusiastic reiterations in the 
closing measures of the movement. 
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Conclusion 
 Existing research on the Brahms Horn Trio has generally proceeded along one of 
two lines: horn players focus on the horizontal, looking at the horn part and the natural 
horn’s role in the piece from a limited melodic perspective, while music analysts focus on 
the vertical, considering the harmony and the enigma of the form of the first movement. 
As both a horn performer and a theorist, I assert that each viewpoint can be informed by 
the other, and a richer understanding of the piece is achieved by fusing the two 
approaches. 
 Brahms did not take the limitations of the natural horn as a reason to diminish the 
instrument’s role in this piece; instead, he constructed the key areas of the piece in such a 
way that a natural horn crooked in E♭ could continue to participate in melodies anchored 
in open notes. The first movement presents many of the important keys of the piece: E♭ 
major, G♭ major, G minor, and B♭ minor. Third relationships are the vital link between 
these keys – the A section’s E♭ major and the first B section’s G minor, the first B 
section’s G minor and the second B section’s B♭ minor, and the last A section’s G♭ 
major and the original A section’s E♭ major. As a result of these third relationships, a 
horn crooked in E♭ can play the tonic, third, sixth and lowered seventh of G minor as 
open notes; the third, sixth, and leading tone of G♭ major; and the tonic, fourth, and fifth 
of B♭ minor. This overlap in open notes allows the horn to continue to play melodic 
phrases that are idiomatic to the instrument, yet involved in key areas that are sometimes 
far removed from the instrument’s key of E♭. Brahms reinforces these relationships by 
having the horn and violin play often in thirds. This arrangement allows the violin to fill 
in notes that the horn is not able to play open. 
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 The other movements of the piece likewise emphasize third relationships, while 
incorporating a few other key areas. The second movement includes contrasting sections 
in C♭ major and A♭ minor, yet also continues to emphasize ♭III (G♭ major). The entrance 
of the horn over a ♭III chord near the beginning of the second movement is a striking 
moment, highlighting Brahms’s ease with placing the horn in more complex harmonic 
areas. Both C♭ major and A♭ minor share fewer open notes with the E♭ crook, yet 
Brahms continues to strategically use these shared pitches throughout these key areas. 
The third movement presents a key that shares the most open pitches with the E♭ crook: 
tonic minor. The movement capitalizes on the one open note not shared, presenting a 
juxtaposition of open G and closed G♭. Finally, the fourth movement sums up the 
harmonic areas of the piece, emphasizing both G♭ and C♭ in both major and minor 
forms. 
 The relationship between the natural horn and the key areas of this piece can be 
illuminating from a theorist’s perspective. Writing for the natural horn often affected the 
key areas a piece would be written in; Brahms solved this puzzle within his own 
compositional framework, using third relationships to allow for common tones between 
keys. The capabilities of the natural horn thus shapes the form of the first movement and 
the key areas of the piece. 
 Horn performers in particular can benefit from understanding how the harmony of 
the Trio relates to the part written for the natural horn. Elliot is correct in suggesting horn 
players should understand the horn part by playing it on the natural horn; hearing the 
colors of the instrument and how the resulting colors shape the phrase is vital to a 
compelling performance. However, the horn performer should also understand the 
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underlying harmony and how it relates to the horn part. An example from each movement 
can be clarifying. In the first movement, when the horn restates the opening theme in G♭, 
the horn part is a third higher than the E♭ statements. Looking at the horn part itself, a 
horn performer notes that the relationship between open and closed notes are reversed 
from the opening statement – what was open is now closed, and vice versa. Knowing the 
harmonic trajectory of the piece, however, clarifies that this G♭ statement refers back to 
the ♭III chords in the first A section. This tonal area is thus not a truly new occurrence, 
but rather relates in a clear structural way back to the opening of the work. 
 Likewise, the horn’s entrance in the second movement looks from the horn part 
itself to be very straightforward – all open notes on the natural horn. Knowing the 
shocking effect of entering on a III chord can inform the horn performer’s approach to 
this entrance. In the third movement, recognizing the juxtaposition of open note G and 
closed note G♭, and the relationship between those pitches and the major and minor tonic 
can help the performer bring out the E♭ major arrivals and the E♭ minor resolution, 
especially at the end of the movement. Finally, in the fourth movement, understanding 
the importance of the ♭III and ♭VI chords can increase the drama of the exposition and 
recapitulation. 
 A fuller understanding of the Brahms’s Horn Trio is possible through studying 
both the natural horn part and the harmony. Horn performers and music theorists 
understandably have each looked at the piece from only one perspective, yet have missed 
important qualities by not considering the other’s viewpoint. The natural horn part and 
the harmony of the piece inform each other, and thus create the form of the piece and the 
relationship of key areas.  
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